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Abstract
This work examines the barriers faced by both well-known and lesser-known black
transgender women and gender nonconforming women of color have faced such as harassment,
marginalization, and violence. It takes a look into the lives of twelve individuals and assesses the
marginalization, harassment, and violence that they faced because of their gender identity, labor,
class, and radical tools of resistance they employed to challenge systems of oppression and
surveillance. Spanning a large historical era, from the early-to-mid 19th century through the 20th
century, this dissertation discusses these individuals as they took to the courts and the streets to
demonstrate their political awakenings and crucial roles in the fight against discrimination,
marginalization, harassment, and violence. The presence of these individuals highlights
alternative political voices within African American and queer communities. Centering black
transgender black women and nonconforming women of color not only expands ideas and
understanding of black womanhood, but also highlights the areas where they are oppressed and
their arenas of activism, which include sex work, violence, and the entertainment industry. In the
face of these issues, they have proven themselves to be resistors and liberators fighting to
decriminalize their existence in the labor economy and in society.
Queer and African American communities have often assigned cisgender males as those
with the power to decide as to whose narratives are placed at the forefront, which has rendered
obscure the narratives of black transgender women and gender nonconforming women of color.
This dissertation employs oral history, archival records, magazine articles, newspaper articles,
and documentary films as well as secondary literature to add a new piece of work that furthers
our understanding of African American and queer histories. These sources encourage us to think
more broadly about the boundaries of women and gender within these fields. By assessing black
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transgender women and gender nonconforming women of color, this work seeks to clarify their
historical impact upon society. Finally, this project hopes to center black transgender women and
gender nonconforming women of color in their own stories rather than at the margins of
narratives of white queer history and cisgender African American history.
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Introduction
In October of 2017, Netflix released a much-anticipated documentary, The Death and
Life of Marsha P. Johnson. The release of the film was met with questions as to whether the
filmmaker, David France, had stolen parts of this work from transgender activist, scholar, and
filmmaker Tourmaline, who had spent a lot of time finding and researching materials on
Johnson, a slain black transgender activist and performer.1 In response to this release,
Tourmaline took to social media claiming that France stole her archival research and capitalized
on her ideas.2 She addressed these allegations and also spoke about the importance of telling
stories like Johnson’s, stating, “So much of what Marsha had to deal with remains a reality for
many of us. Marsha’s history has helped me make plain the connections between historical
erasure of trans women of color from the queer movement, and contemporary forms of antiblack transphobic violence happening today.”3 She viewed this erasure as a form of violence.
With the work and legacies of gender nonconforming women of color mostly absent from the
archives, people like Tourmaline are not able to connect with the past, leading to historical
isolation. Further, when the work of women like Tourmaline being pilfered, it demonstrated
multiple levels of rhetorical violence.

1

Jenna Marotta, “Netflix Doc ‘The Death and Life of Marsha P. Johnson’: Did Director David France Steal a
Filmmaker’s Research?,” Indie Wire, October 7, 2017, https://www.indiewire.com/2017/10/netflix-director-davidfrance-accused-stealing-reina-gossett-research-1201884876/; Tre’vell Anderson, “Trans Filmmaker Reina Gossett
Accuses ‘The Death and Life of Marsha P. Johnson’ Creator of Stealing Work,” Los Angeles Times, October 9,
2017, https://www.latimes.com/entertainment/movies/la-et-mn-marsha-p-johnson-doc-reina-gossett-david-france20171009-htmlstory.html
2

Suzannah Weiss, “‘The Death ad Life of Marsha P. Johnson’ Creator Accused of Stealing Work from Filmmaker
Tourmaline,” Teen Vogue, October 8, 2017, https://www.teenvogue.com/story/marsha-p-johnson-documentarydavid-france-reina-gossett-stealing-accusations
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Reina Gossett, “Reina Gossett on Transgender Storytelling, David France, and the Netflix Marsha P. Johnson
Documentary,” Teen Vogue, October ,11, 2017, https://www.teenvogue.com/story/reina-gossett-marsha-p-johnsonop-ed
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The 21st century has provided transgender or non-conforming individuals opportunities
to be seen and heard in ways that had not been available. With a close examination and critical
inquiry through the intersection of race, gender, class, and sexuality, we broaden our historical
understandings of black transgender women. It allows for critical conversations about the lives of
transgender and gender nonconforming individuals, providing space for the normalization of
their bodies. The twentieth century has demonstrated a shift in queer history from gender
inversion to sexual identity. The subjects in this dissertation reinforce this notion. They give
alternative notions of gender and defeat the dichotomy between hetero/homosexuality by
demonstrating a broader spectrum of queer identities. I provide numerous examples of the
application of queerness through the lived experiences of the historical actors in this work. These
historical actors have been excluded from gender and racial discourse, with wide-ranging
implicaitons.
Project Description
This dissertation seeks to examine the lives of black transgender women and gender
nonconforming women of color, the violence they faced because of their gender identity, their
performances both gender and theatrical, and their labor, and the radical tools of resistance they
employed to challenge meanings of respectability. This work reaches back to the 19th century
and mostly focuses on the entire 20th century. It seeks to answer questions such as, “What
barriers did black transgender women and gender nonconforming women of color face?” and
“What role did they play in overcoming those barriers?” Hostility and violence towards black
transgender women was rampant from the police, the larger society, the black community, and
the queer community. Since they existed within a legal system that forced people into two
distinct gender categories, black transgender women were criminalized, making them targets of
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personal and state sanctioned violence. Just as womanhood is not defined solely through the
experiences of white women, womanhood is not defined solely through the experiences of
cisgender women of any race, ethnicity, or nationality. Historically, black women have
highlighted their experiences with systematic racial and gender discrimination. During the early
years of women’s liberation, Frances M. Beal, a founding member of the Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee’s (SNCC) Black Women’s Liberation Committee, wrote her seminal
essay, “Double Jeopardy: To Be Black and Female.” Double Jeopardy addresses racial and
gendered oppressions, misconceptions, and plights when it comes to black women. In addressing
these “interlocking systems of oppression,” Patricia Hill Collins brings attention to the
oppressions and groups affected by them, such as the queer community.4 Deborah King posits
that double and triple jeopardy does not fully capture the many oppressions black women face,
so she coined the phrase “multiple jeopardy,” which includes homophobia.5 Within the larger
queer community, those who have held the power to make the decisions as to whose narratives
are placed at the forefront have been white and male. Historically, the movement has had issues
of racism and misogyny. As a result, the narratives of black queer and gender nonconforming
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Deborah King writes, “Black women have long recognized the special circumstances of our lives in the United
States… We have also realized that the interactive oppressions that circumscribe our lives provide a distinctive
context for black womanhood.” At the Women’s Rights Convention in Akron, Ohio in 1851, Sojourner Truth
delivered her seminal speech, “Ain’t I a Woman,” where she spoke about her experiences and tribulations dealing
with race and gender inequality in a nation where many black women were enslaved and not considered human, let
alone women. On the dawn of the twentieth century, Anna Julia Cooper spoke of the duality of slavery and
womanhood where black women are “confronted by both a woman question and a race problem.” In 1904, the first
president of the National Association of Colored Women, Mary Church Terrell wrote, “Not only are colored
women…. handicapped on account of their sex, but they are almost everywhere baffled and mocked because of their
race.” In the 1930s, Louise Thompson Patterson, Communist Party activist, coined the term, “triple exploitation,” to
explain black women’s oppression in terms of race, gender, and class. Deborah King, “Multiple Jeopardy, Multiple
Consciousness: The Context of a Black Feminist Ideology,” Signs (1988): 42-43; Patricia Hill Collins, Black
Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment (New York: Routledge, 2000);
Erik McDuffie, Sojourning for Freedom: Black Women, American Communism, and the Making of Black Left
Feminism (Durham; Duke University Press, 2011), 1.
5

King, “Multiple Jeopardy, Multiple Consciousness.”
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women and individuals’ lives are obscure. Many have had to remind the rest of the community
of their presence, “I’m still fucking here!”6 Black feminist lesbians such as Audre Lorde, aware
of the invisibility of black lesbians wrote, “to this day I believe that there have always been
Black dykes around – in the sense of powerful and women-oriented women – who would rather
have died than use that name for themselves.”7 In 1974, the black lesbian feminist organization,
The Combahee River Collective co-founded by black lesbian activist Barbara Smith, issued its
groundbreaking manifesto, which has reshaped how feminism and intersectionality are discussed
and centered the voices of black queer women during a time when they were excluded from
mainstream movements and discourse.8 As a group relegated to the lowest rung of society,
dismantling the socio-political systems of capitalism, reforming the attitudes and behaviors of
those who shape the criminal legal system, and creating laws that help and protect ultimately
liberates black transgender and gender nonconforming women of color. As a result, every other
oppressed group becomes liberated. Not only must these institutions listen to black transgender
women and gender nonconforming women of color, these individuals must be including in the
decision-making process so that they play a critical role in their liberation. They must be present
at every level of government as they help to shape what liberation, freedom, and equality looks
like. For this group, liberation means not having to justify one’s existence. Freedom means not
having to seek out a safe space to live and breathe. Equality means the general public and the
political arena committing to and actively working towards the safety and support of liberation
for black transgender women and gender nonconforming women of color. Centering black

6

Elyssa Goodman,” The Iconic Trans Activist Miss Major Suffered a Stroke, But You Can Help, them., July 11,
2019, https://www.them.us/story/miss-major-stroke-how-you-can-help
7

Audre Lorde, Zami: A New Spelling of My Name: A Biomythography (New York: Random House, 2011), 15.
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Combahee River Collective, “Combahee River Collective Statement,” http://circuitous.org/scraps/combahee.html
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transgender women not only expands ideas and understanding of black womanhood, but also
highlights spaces.
The concept of spaces is crucial to this dissertation as questions such as “What are the
spaces where they face the most oppression?” and “What are the spaces they can advocate for
visibility and progress?” In many instances, the spaces they face the most oppression are the
spaces where they fight for visibility and progress. For many black transgender women and
gender nonconforming women of color, the homes they grew up in were oppressive spaces as
families they were born into did not or could not accept them. As a result, they were put out on
the streets where they became targets of profiling, discrimination, and violence as they hustled to
survive and make a living. The bars and nightclubs they hung around were constantly raided by
police officers who hauled them off to jail. These individuals sought to transform these social
spaces into refugee camps that functioned as centers of social, political, and cultural advocacy.
As the families they were born into often shunned them, they created families with those with
whom they shared similar cultural identities with. On the streets as they hustled to survive and
make a living, these women demanded liberation, protesting injustice and discrimination from
the mainstream as those in the larger queer community. The bars and nightclubs they often
frequented became spaces where they could be themselves and put on performances, both in
terms of gender and entertainment. In these refugee camps, black transgender women and gender
nonconforming women of color found and forged a protective community with the strength to
advocate for visibility and progress. These spaces allowed for them to bond over their shared
identities and lived experiences. Furthermore, their presence in these spaces opposed the
heteronormative and queer phobic closet utilized to erase their nonconforming identities. It is
within these spaces where issues pertaining to black women are often marginalized and ignored,
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such as sex work, violence, prisons, and the entertainment industry. However, in the face of these
issues, black transgender women have proven themselves to be resistors and liberators fighting to
decriminalize their place in the labor economy and especially in society. Their lives do not have
to be a story of tragedy. Transgender activists and artists like Tourmaline search the twentieth
century to find and understand themselves, to shake off feelings of disconnectedness and
isolation. These historical roots are where they dig, in search of their foremother’s gardens to
reconnect to their families, hometowns, and communities.
It is ahistorical to assume that such individuals from before the late twentieth century
would understand and use the term transgender as we do today. In this instance, it is the
responsibility of the historian to acknowledge such individuals who fit into this categorization
while also paying respect to the proper terminology individuals used to define themselves.
Furthermore, scholars must distinguish between those individuals whose actions deem them
transgender, and those who present a different gender from the one assigned to them at birth for
reasons beyond a sense of gender difference. Susan Stryker’s Transgender History defines key
terms necessary to understanding transgender history, terms employed throughout this work. The
term cross-dresser is used to neutrally describe “the practice of wearing gender-atypical clothing
rather than associating that practice with an erotic impulse and transsexual, which refers to
individuals “who feel a strong desire to change their sexual morphology in order to live entirely
as permanent, full-time members of the gender other than the one they were assigned to at
birth.”9 In 1910, Magnus Hirschfield, a German physician and sexologist, coined the term
“transvestite” as a way to identify those who wore clothes of the opposite sex. Further,
transvestite has been used to define “a heterosexual male who dresses in women’s clothing and is
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Susan Stryker, Transgender History (Berkeley: Seal Press, 2008), 17-18.

6

erotically and/or sexually aroused by doing so.”10 The term transgender “implies movement
away from an initially assigned gender position” while transwoman is used to describe “people
born with male bodies who consider themselves to be women and live socially as women.”11 In
addition to these terms, I also use the term gender nonconforming women of color to include
those whose gender representations were outside the mandated gender norm. Further, I utilize
this term for figures like Sylvia Rivera, a Latina, as not to attach a Black identity to her, a term
she did not use.
One of this dissertation’s crucial sources is Jet magazine published by Johnson
Publishing Company, which was targeted towards African Americans. It was launched in 1951
by John H. Johnson to “highlight respectable black subjects, often the middle-class
emphasiz[ing] black success stories.”12 In Selling the Race, Adam Green argues that through
Johnson Publishing Company, Johnson put forth “race marketing” as a response to African
Americans encounter with urban commodity culture in the mid-twentieth century. The images of
entertainer Lena Horne, politician Carl B. Stokes, and athlete Jackie Robinson displayed blacks’
admission into Walter Benjamin’s “age of mechanical reproduction” while simultaneously
“showing how reference to the authorized self could (and can) ground diverse notions of black
agency.”13 Johnson once told Fortune that his purpose was not “to destroy the system - I want to

10

Jason Cromwell, Transmen and FTMs: Identities, Bodies, Genders, and Sexualities (Champaign, IL: University of
Illinois Press, 1999), 20.
11

Stryker, Transgender History, 19-20.

12

Renee Christine Romano, Race Mixing: Black-White Marriage in Postwar America (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2003), 91.
13

Adam Green, Selling the Race: Culture, Community, and Black Chicago, 1940-1955 (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2007), 175.
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get into it.”14 The magazine exposed its readership to the success of high-profile blacks such as
entertainers, politicians, entrepreneurs, professionals, and athletes, whom ordinary black people
could be proud of and aspire to be. These elite black folks brought W.E.B. DuBois’s concept of
“The Talented Tenth” to the homes and hands of Black America. Seeing such images allowed
mainstream (white) society to see a prosperous black community in a white world, while
allowing middle and upper-class blacks to all but ignore poor and working-class blacks. Perhaps
for Johnson and the elites filling the pages of his magazine and other black publications, “They
religiously believed that if only whites saw more ‘positive’ black portrayals, ones that were
chaste, educated, refined, moral, and law-abiding, then racist ideas would wither away and
die.”15 While New Negroes of the early 20th century through the Modern Civil Rights Movement
felt that gender non-conforming individuals did not fit the mold of respectability, the black press,
including Jet, sought to reconcile the two sides, the respectable entertainers and the gender
nonconformers, by placing them side by side in the weekly publication in the mid-20th century.
In this dissertation, Jet was helpful in offering a view of black life, culture, and politics during
the twentieth century. However, I read the magazine against the grain of what the publisher
intended these images to serve, which was to offer glimpses of black life in a fast-paced world.
Rather than rediscovering the images and anecdotes within the pages of the magazine, I read the
magazine to gain significant insight into the intersections of race, class, gender, and labor within
the African American community from the perspectives of the gender nonconforming
entertainers.

14

Romano, Race Mixing, 91.
Ibram X. Kendi, Stamped from the Beginning: The Definitive History of Racist Ideas in America (New York:
Nation Books, 2016), 328.
15

8

In addition to scouring secondary literature on both African American history and queer
history, this project makes extensive use of archival collections. The personal correspondence,
ephemera, and newspaper clippings in the collections of Lucy Hicks Anderson and Stormé
DeLarverie housed at the Oxnard Historical Society and the Schomburg Center for Research in
Black Culture, respectively, provided insight into the plight of black transgender women and
black gender nonconforming women in California and New York during the twentieth century.
The Diana Davies Photography collection at the New York Public Library offered significant
views of American social movements during the 1960s and 1970s such as the Gay Liberation
Movement, providing iconic images from the Stonewall Rebellion. Additionally, this dissertation
heavily relies on newspapers and magazines, which created space for public discourse centered
around numerous topics including race, gender, and labor. High profile newspapers and
magazines like the Baltimore Afro-American, New York Times, the Washington Post, Ebony, Jet,
and Time circulated issues from the urban East, West, and North to the rural Midwest and South,
which bridged urban and rural communities across the nation.
Harlem Renaissance Historiography
Henry Louis Gates Jr. stated the Harlem Renaissance was “surely as gay as it was
black.”16 This declaration highlights a widely neglected aspect of the Harlem Renaissance, which
is the gender expressions and gender performance of its participants. They helped foster a black
counterculture and community within some white, hetero, and cisgender spaces. The most
celebrated history of the gay liberation movement concerns the Stonewall Rebellion that took
place in June 1969. For example, almost forty-eight years after the riots at Stonewall, President
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James F. Wilson, Bulldaggers, Pansies, and Chocolate Babies: Performance, Race, and Sexuality in the Harlem
Renaissance (Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan, 2011), 8.
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Obama designated the Stonewall National Monument to “tell the story of the struggle for queer
rights.”17 Yet it is problematic to mark 1969 as the starting point of queer history, as it erases the
people and places associated with a larger movement, such as those in the Harlem Renaissance.
Scholars have viewed the Harlem Renaissance in terms of the sexuality of its participants.
However, it also represents a wider historical reality. Perhaps the group most marginalized are
gender and sexuality nonconforming black women, whose visibility was shaped within the realm
of the Harlem drag balls, referred to as “spectacles in color” by Langston Hughes. Beyond men
dressing as women and women dressing as men, drag balls highlight issues of race, class, gender,
and sexuality while resisting and conforming to conventional notions of masculinity/femininity
and manhood/womanhood. The participants contributed to the urban cultural center through
drags balls were where black culture flourished. Black transgender women carved out a space for
themselves, made themselves visible, expressed themselves creatively and freely.
The abundance of primary sources on the Harlem Renaissance has made it a site of
scholarly examination and critical inquiry, leading scholars to produce work focusing exclusively
on queer black culture and life. Gloria T. (now Akasha) Hull’s pioneering work Color, Sex, and
Poetry shines a light on the literary language and sexuality of black women during the era.18 Eric
Garber’s 1989 article, “A Spectacle in Color,” explores the gay and lesbian subculture during the
Harlem Renaissance. He underscores the ways in which black gays and lesbians created social
and intellectual spaces not only in private but public places as well.19 George Chauncey, though

17

Simone Liero, “President Obama Designates Stonewall National Monument,” Obama White House, June 24,
2016, https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov
18
Akasha (Gloria T.) Hull, Color, Sex, and Poetry: Three Women Writers of the Harlem Renaissance (Bloomington:
University of Indiana Press, 1987).
19

Eric Garber, “A Spectacle in Color: The Lesbian and Gay subculture of Jazz Age Harlem,” in Hidden From
History: Reclaiming the Gay and Lesbian Past, ed. by Martin Duberman, Martha Vicinus, and George Chauncey, Jr.
(New York: New American Library, 1989), 318-31.
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he concentrates overwhelmingly on gay white men, offers a deeper understanding of Harlem’s
queer culture and life through its working class.20 Kevin Mumford’s Interzones looks at enclaves
such as Harlem as safe havens for black and white homosexuals and heterosexuals to mingle
freely.21 The volume Black Like Us (2002) emphasizes the differences in the lives of black gay
and lesbians; arguing for instance, that figures such as Alice Dunbar-Nelson did not write about
homosexuality nor did they identify as gay or lesbian. Richard Bruce Nugent took a different
approach.22 In 1926, Nugent published his essay, “Smoke, Lilies, and Jade,” in the Harlem
Renaissance magazine FIRE!!, the movement’s only issue. Martin Summer’s Manliness and Its
Discontents examine how queer blacks’ contributions shaped the movement through artistic and
literary expressions.23 My work intervenes in this historiography because while these scholars
focus on sexuality, they do not focus on gender transgression.
In his article, “Insolent Racing, Rough Narrative: The Harlem Renaissance’s Impolite
Queers,” Michael Cobb declares “explorations about queer sexuality and African American
literary production suffer from an inability to queer, substantially, the cultural expressions of
race, especially once race becomes the organizing rubric under which a culture articulates a
literary tradition.”24 In other words, particularly in the works of black artists, sexual undertones
are all but closeted when such undertones are anything but heterosexual. For black women,

20

George Chauncey, Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay Male World, 1890A1940
(New York: Basic Books, 1994).
21
Kevin Mumford, Interzones: Black/White Sex Districts in Chicago and New York in the Early Twentieth Century
(Oxford: Columbia University Press, 1997).
22

Black Like Us: A Century of Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Fiction, ed. by Devon Carbado, Dwight McBride, and
Donald Weise (San Francisco: Cleis Press, 2002).
23

Martin Summers, Manliness and Its Discontents: The Black Middle Class and the Transformation of Masculinity,
1900-1930 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004). See also, Christa Schwarz, Gay Voices of the
Harlem Renaissance (Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 2003).
24

Michael L Cobb, “Insolent Racing, Rough Narrative: The Harlem Renaissance's Impolite Queers,” Callaloo 23,
no. 1, (2000): 328.
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respectability politics contoured their sexual expressions and behaviors. This has contributed to
their marginalization on the discourse on the intersectionality of race, gender, and sexuality
during the Harlem Renaissance.
Scholars have also focused their attention on the era’s blues women and the sexuality,
lyrics, and gender performance of prominent performers, particularly in afterhours or
underground spaces. According to Mumford, “the more visible and accessible a Harlem club
was, the more heterosexual its patrons.25 In her essay, “It Jus Be’s Day Way,” Hazel V. Carby
argues that while these blues women found success, they were unable to impress some African
Americans.26 The black middle class, especially women, viewed blues music as an expression
that degraded aspects of African American life. For these women, the black women’s club
movement and organizations such as the National Association for Colored Women were the
cornerstone of black feminist traditions in the early 20th century. The working-class and poor
rural black women found themselves excluded from middle-class institutions and were targeted
for racial uplift.
James F. Wilson’s Bulldaggers, Pansies, and Chocolate Babies explores the careers of
blues women such as Ethel Waters, Florence Mills, and Gladys Bentley. What set Bentley apart
from her peers was her masculine gender performance. Breaking barriers, Bentley dressed in
tuxes and top hats, flirted shamelessly with female audience members, and married a woman,
carving out a space for herself. In “Creations of Fantasies/Constructions of Identities: The
Oppositional Lives of Gladys Bentley,” Carmen Mitchell argues that Bentley’s fluidly shifting
25

Mumford, Interzones, 84.

26

Hazel V. Carby, “’It Jus Be’s Dat Way’: The Sexual Politics of Women’s Blues,” Radical America 20 (1986): 822. Lillian Faderman’s Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers: A History of Lesbian Life in Twentieth-Century America
(Oxford: Columbia University Press, 2012), visits the black subculture of Harlem discussing prominent show
business women, most notably, Bessie Smith, Gladys Bentley, and Alberta Hunter.
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identity is representational of the time and social conditions in which she lived.27 During the
1920s and 1930s, Bentley represented herself through the donning of masculine attire and
shifted to a more feminine appearance in the 1950s. This work intervenes in this historiography
by demonstrating that gender nonconforming black women played a critical role in shaping the
larger queer movement within the Harlem Renaissance. In queer enclaves such as Harlem, they
carved out spaces for their artistic and freedom of expressions as well as gender representations.
These women created a framework for an emerging queer black and Latinx community.
Civil Rights/Black Power Movement Historiography
There are few sources in the historiography of the Civil Rights Movement that discuss
sexual orientation/identities and even fewer that queer the gender line. In 2000, in the Journal of
Southern History, Charles W. Eagles assessed the historiography of the Civil Rights Movement
and provided suggestions for future research on the subject. He noted the absence of sex and
sexuality within the movement. Furthermore, he recommended research on interracial sex and
the effect it had on the movement, as well as the role of gays beyond Bayard Rustin, Allard
Lowenstein, and Aaron Henry. He stated, “While Sara Evans linked the movement to women’s
liberation, no one has examined the possible connections between the black struggle and the gay
rights movement.”28 Since Evans’ work in 1979, the role of gays and lesbians has barely
appeared in the historiography. The primary figure under examination has been Bayard Rustin.
Taylor Branch’s Parting the Waters (1988) examined Rustin’s role in the Civil Rights
Movement and his influence on Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Branch highlighted Rustin’s arrest in
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1953 on “moral charges” and how this arrest was used against him by prominent figures such as
Adam Clayton Powell.29 Rustin was not defined as a central figure in the movement until 1997,
when Jervis Anderson published Bayard Rustin: Troubles I’ve Seen. This work was followed up
with Daniel Levine’s biography Bayard Rustin and the Civil Rights Movement (2000) and John
D’Emilio’s Lost Prophet (2003).30 Also published in 2003 was an edited volume by Devon W.
Carbado and Donald Weise, Time on Two Crosses, focusing on the writings of Rustin, seven of
which discuss gay rights.31 Meanwhile, PBS aired the documentary, Brother Outsider.32 When
discussing gay historical gay actors, Bayard Rustin has been the go-to figure. Due to this,
William van Deburg asserts, these works “all but assure that this long-overlooked member of the
movement’s inner circle will escape historiographical obscurity.”33
In recent years, the historiography has focused extensively on Pauli Murray, whose life
and work as civil rights advocate is garnering more attention.34 In the spring of 2017, Harvard
University hosted a panel discussion, “Rediscovering Pauli Murray.” Moderated by Evelyn

29

Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters: America in the King Years, 1954-1963 (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1988),
172-173, 196-197, 314.
30
Daniel Levine, Bayard Rustin and the Civil Rights Movement (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press,
2000); John D’Emilio, Lost Prophet: The Life and Times of Bayard Rustin (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2004; first published by The Free Press, 2003).
31

Devon W. Carbado and Donald Weise, Time on Two Crosses: The Collected Writings of Bayard Rustin (San
Francisco: Cleis Press, 2003).
32

Nancy Kates and Bennett Singer, dirs., Brother Outsider: The Life of Bayard Rustin (South Burlington, VT:
California Newsreel, 2002), premiered on PBS, January 20, 2003.
33

William L. Van Deburg, “Review of Lost Prophet: The Life and Times of Bayard Rustin,” American Historical
Review 110:1 (2005), 183-184.
34

Since the early 2000s, numerous works on Pauli Murray have been produced. Anthony B., ed. Pauli Murray:
Selected Sermons and Writings, (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2006); Glenda Gilmore, Defying Dixie: The Radical
Roots of Civil Rights, 1919-1650 (New York: W.W Norton, 2008); Anne Firor Scott., ed. Pauli Murray and
Caroline Ware: Forty Years of Letters in Black and White (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009);
Serena Mayeri, Reasoning from Race: Feminism, Law, and the Civil Rights Revolution (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2011); Sara Azaransky, The Dream Is Freedom: Pauli Murray and American Democratic Faith
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2011); Doreen Drury, “Boy, Girl, Imp, Priest: Pauli Murray and the Limits of
Identity,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 29 no.1 (2013): 142-147.

14

Brooks Higginbotham, the panel featured Patricia Bell-Scott, Brittney Cooper, Rosalind
Rosenberg, and Kenneth Mack. It addressed questions such as, “Why Pauli Murray?” and “Why
Now?” Mack’s Representing the Race departs from the narratives of Charles Hamilton Houston
and Thurgood Marshall to focus on lesser-known black lawyers, such as Murray.35 Bell-Scott’s
book, The Firebrand, looks at the relationship between Murray and Eleanor Roosevelt,
chronicled through hundreds of letters exchanged between the two women who hailed from
different backgrounds but found commonalities through their passion for social justice and racial
equality.36 Rosalind Rosenberg’s Jane Crow explores Murray’s self-identification as a male in a
world in which the term transgender did not exist.37 Brittney Cooper’s Beyond Respectability
examines black women’s intellectual and radical thought; she places Murray’s life and work in
conversation with women like Anna Julia Cooper and Toni Cade Bambara.38
Simon D. Elin Fisher’s article, “Pauli Murray's Peter Panic” explores the history of
intersectional feminism.39 It highlights this theory as rooted in a trans person of color inquiry of
Jim Crow, or in Murray’s case, Jane Crow, a term she coined. The system of Jane Crow, which
divided individuals into binary categories of race and gender, found Murray existing on the
margins as a light skinned black woman who identified as male and desired to undergo gender
confirmation surgery. Focusing on Murray’s life, work, and activism, information about her
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gender and sexual identities have surfaced in ways that were not discussed during her lifetime.
What was known were her battles with mental health and relationships with women. The
Schlesinger Library at Harvard houses the Pauli Murray collection, whose materials provide
insight into the life of Pauli Murray and helps to address the “why now?” question.
There is a trace amount of scholarship on the intersectionality of the gay liberation and
black power movements. The Gay Liberation Front (GLF), an organization within the larger gay
liberation movement, formed a few days after the Stonewall riot. Adopting the actions and
language of other movements, the GLF disseminated information and flyers asking gays and
lesbians to join the movement to “examine how we are oppressed and how we oppress ourselves
and to fight for gay control of gay businesses,” evoking the Black Panther’s rallying cry for selfsufficiency.40 Some Black Panthers spoke up in support of gay liberation. In his book, I Am A
Man! (2005), Steve Estes explores the definition and representation of black manhood through
the ideas and beliefs of leaders such Eldridge Cleaver. Their ideas of black manhood excluded
gay men because of the belief that they suffered from a sickness likened to pedophilia.41 On the
other hand, in To Die for the People (1995), Huey P. Newton called for black power activists to
unify with women’s liberation and gay liberation movements to present a revolutionary front.
Newton stated that the black freedom struggle needed allies from the most oppressed and
potentially revolutionary group: homosexuals.42 In Spectacular Blackness (2010), Amy Abugo
Ongiri argues, “The fact that the Black Panther Party was the first, and for many years the only,
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national African American organization to speak out in favor of gay rights or to make open
alliances with a homosexual rights groups, and that the organization had many women in
positions of power are hidden by the macho myths that surrounded the party.”43 Historians,
however, have yet to explore this issue further. This work intervenes by discussing the black
freedom struggle and the queer historiography alongside one another to understand and tell a
larger story of how gender nonconforming women of color across both movements struggled for
liberation. Further, it discusses this “merging” which demonstrates how both movements erased
these women, either due to their gender expression or because of their race.
Queer Historiography
In 1924, Henry Gerber tried to model a gay movement after the one in Germany. It was
not until 1950 that an American gay rights movement would come to fruition. The Mattachine
Society was founded in Los Angeles by Harry Hay.44 The Mattachine Society effectively
launched an era that focused on the rights of gays and lesbians, which became known as the
Homophile Movement, which produced the nation’s first national gay and lesbian organizations.
Four years after the founding of the Mattachine Society, in San Francisco, the Daughters of
Bilitis, primarily started as a social group alternative to bars and became the first national and
political organization dedicated exclusively for lesbians, was founded by Phyllis Lyon and Del
Martin. Collectively, all of the organizations under the umbrella of the homophile movement
demanded equal rights and respect for all people, regardless of sexual orientation. Nan Alamilla
Boyd, writing about the queer history of San Francisco, states, “the roots of queer activism are
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fundamentally found in the less organized (but numerically stronger) pockets of queer
association and camaraderie that existed in bars and taverns.”45 Boyd is building on the works of
Elizabeth Kennedy and Madeline Davis who argue for the political nature of working-class
women’s bars.46
The 1960s helped to shape the city’s gay and lesbian rights movement. In 1962, in
response to harassment from authorities as well as the closing of gay establishments, gay
bartenders and bar owners, calling themselves the Tavern Guild of San Francisco (TGSF), held a
meeting to discuss “the unjust and intolerable laws, the method of enforcing them, and the
seriousness of their consequence,” leading to the guild “to build an organization which
collectively could fight their discriminating acts against (their) community.” As TGSF
addressed the needs of San Francisco’s queer community, religious institutions in the city sought
to reevaluate their views on homosexuality. In 1964, at a retreat attended by clergy and queer
leaders/activists, the Council on Religion and the Homosexual (CRH) was formed. The Glide
Memorial Methodist Church, D.O.B founders, and representatives from various denominations
such as the Episcopal Church, Lutheran Church, and United Church of Christ facilitated
communication between the two groups. That same year, the Society for Individual Rights (SIR)
was founded in San Francisco as a liberationist movement whose members included gays and
lesbians, becoming the major homophile organization in the country within two years of its
creation. SIR’s publication, Vector, offered readers “a forum for discussion and news on gay
political progress. Many organizations in the homophile movement often collaborated. SIR and
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TGSF maintained “a mutually beneficial relationship” as SIR hosted events in the bars owned by
TGSF members, who provided food and drinks for the events. On December 31, 1964, SIR along
with the CRH, hosted a benefit for the queer community, as well as clergy and their family at
California Hall on Polk Street. As New Year’s Eve turned into New Year’s Day, the police
raided the dance. This interaction with the cops was the first-time clergy members were directly
exposed to institutional homophobia. In the aftermath, the media shed a negative light on the
San Francisco Police Department (SFPD), bringing awareness to the treatment of the community
through press conferences, photographs, and newspaper articles. As a result, a change occurred
among the SFPD and the city’s queer community: “the SFPD stopped arresting gay men for
doing ‘what was wrong’ and only arrested them for a violation of the law.”47
Compton’s Cafeteria, a twenty-four-hour café owned by Gene Compton and located in
San Francisco’s Tenderloin district at 202 Taylor Street, was one of the few places where
transgender women of color, often sex workers, could socialize safely. However, they were
frequently subjected to police harassment. During a routine police raid, a transgender woman
threw her hot coffee at an officer in a move to resist arrest. Additionally, drag queens, street
queens, sex workers, and hustlers fought back against police harassment in one of the earliest
documented queer riots in the country. The larger homophile community, whose members were
mostly white, cisgender, and affluent refused to support the rioting patrons or the riot itself,
which is not surprising given that the homophile movement took an assimilationist approach to
achieving civil rights. After the riots, transgender, lesbian, and gay street youth in the
Tenderloin district of San Francisco formed Vanguard, under the auspices of Glide Memorial
Methodist Church, becoming one of the first organizations for gay and transgender youth. One
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night that summer, Vanguard members gathered, along with clergy, carrying signs that
demanded safety from police harassment and societal ills such as drugs and violence. Following
these summer events, two major changes took place. First, the National Transsexual Counseling
Unit (1968-1975), funded by female-to-male transsexual philanthropist Reed Erickson, a trans
man was founded as a network of social, psychological, and medical resources provided for the
transgender community. Second, in 1968, Dr. Harry Benjamin published, The Transsexual
Phenomenon, which advocated for providing hormones and surgeries to individuals seeking
them.
The studies of the Homophile era (1950-1965) focused on the organizations and
individual activists that responded to Hay’s call for action from the gay and lesbian community.
One of the first books to explore activism within the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender
community is Sexual Politics, Sexual Community (1983) by John D’Emilio. D’Emilio argues,
“Inspired by the example of civil rights activists, it abandoned the accommodationist approach of
the 1950s.”48 He discusses Ernestine Eckstein, a black lesbian woman, who was involved in the
NAACP during college at Indiana University, the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) in New
York City, and the New York chapter of the Daughters of Bilitis, the first national lesbian
organization in the United States. While D’Emilio uses Eckstein as a demonstration of people of
color within the gay rights movement, she is the only person of color that he discusses.
By the late 1960s, the gay and lesbian movement propelled into a new phase, as gay and
lesbian activists were influenced by new radical, militant, and outspoken activists within the
48
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Black Power movement. This new phase developed into the Gay Liberation Movement (GLF),
marking a distinct shift from the respectable Homophile Movement. Additionally, this shift is
connected to the increase of visibility for gender nonconforming folks.
Gays, lesbians, drag queens, and gender nonconformists resisted police raids on the mafia
owned Stonewall Inn in Greenwich Village in New York City in 1969. During this time, bars
were some of the only places that welcomed such patronage thanks to the Mattachine Society’s
1966 “sip-in” at Julius’, which helped to decriminalize gay bars.49 While homosexuality was
legal in the state of New York, the State Liquor Authority (SLA) considered establishments
serving alcohol to queer customers to be “disorderly houses,” or places where “unlawful
practices are habitually carried on.”50 The police often raided gay establishments, citing improper
liquor license usage.
On June 28, 1969, police raided the Stonewall Inn, beginning a three-day rebellion, a
moment now known as “Stonewall.” This watershed moment in the struggle for queer rights and
liberation is often recognized as the foundation for the movement, though historians have
challenged this notion. David Carter’s Stonewall: The Riots that Sparked the Gay Revolution
recognized social and local history, culture changes, timing, and geography as defining
characteristics that set Stonewall apart from previous raids, rebellions, riots, and uprisings.
According to Carter, geography played a big role in its impact. The location of the Stonewall Inn
in Greenwich Village, which was the epicenter of a gay enclave, providing space for activists to
move from passive action of the Homophile Movement to radical, direct actions, thus forming
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and solidifying a new commitment to gay rights.51 The public’s response gave Stonewall national
and international notoriety. Carter cites activists in the revolution such as Marty Robinson, John
O’Brien, and Dick Leitsch. Carter also mentions witnesses to the day’s events who were people
of color, such as Marsha P. Johnson, Sylvia Rivera, and Stormé Delarverie, who recalls, “The
cop hit me, and I hit him back.”52 As Stonewall is further discussed and depicted, the more
whitewashed the events have become. Roland Emmerich’s 2015 film, Stonewall was met with
heavy criticism from the queer community and historians alike for its whitewashing and genderconforming protagonist. The most recent work to challenge this film and accurately tell the
history of the queer struggle for liberation is Lillian Faderman’s The Gay Revolution: The Story
of Struggle. Numerous scholars such John D’Emilio, George Chauncey, Susan Stryker, Kevin
Mumford, and Martin Duberman centralize poor, gender nonconforming, people of color in the
narrative of Stonewall as well as the larger and longer fight for liberation movement.53
Many scholars have decided to look outside of New York City to concentrate on gay
enclaves in other regions and localities. They found that riots and activism were not confined to
the most popular cities within North American borders. In 2000, Marc Stein published City of
Sisterly and Brotherly Loves, an examination of not only political organizing of lesbians and
gays in Philadelphia, but their everyday resistance from 1945 to 1972.54 Stein challenges the
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notion that the history of gays and lesbians began with or after the Stonewall Rebellion.
Although Stein does discuss queer black individuals, he does not employ the intersection of
sexuality and race as an analytical tool. The roughly sixty times that he stated the word “black,”
it was used in specific regards to the Black Power Movement or to identify a Philadelphia
neighborhood as black. Scholars have looked to study gay and lesbian life in other public and
private spaces in cities such as Seattle, San Francisco, and Palm Springs.55 In the vein of
previous studies, the narratives and presence of gender nonconforming and queer people of color
are often assumed or left out of the conversation altogether.
After Stonewall, black gay and lesbian organizations were created, such as the Combahee
River Collective, a black lesbian feminist group founded in 1974. Also emerging were unions
between gay and lesbian groups and black civil rights and black power organizations. Kevin
Mumford’s article, “The Trouble with Gay Rights,” demonstrates how race was critical for
arguments against and in support of gay rights, as well as how it caused a split in the Gay
Liberation Front in Philadelphia in the early seventies.56 The gay and lesbian historiography
serves as a foundation to build on queer and gender histories. This work intervenes in the
historiography by employing transgender history as its own school of thought as a way to move
beyond discourse around same-sex desire and sexuality.
Transgender Historiography
In a 1981 interview, philosopher Jacques Derrida stated that he hoped discourse around
sex would move “beyond the binary difference that governs the decorum of codes, beyond the
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opposition feminine/masculine” to acknowledge the “multiplicity of sexually marked voices.”57
Derrida’s “beyond the binary” has since been used by feminists and queer theorists to encompass
those individuals whose gender and sexual expressions disrupt heteronormative boundaries. For
example, in Gender Trouble, Judith Butler states, “if gender is not tied to sex, either casually or
expressively, then gender is a kind of action that can potentially proliferate beyond the binary
limits imposed by the apparent binary of sex.”58 In a study conducted by Sue Rankin and Genny
Beemyn with over 3,500 participants, they found that over one hundred terms were used to
describe non-conforming gender identities.59
The first to write about individuals outside of normative gender binaries were medical
professionals in the United States. The process began in the mid-nineteenth century and
continued through the mid-twentieth century. In 1966, The Transsexual Phenomenon was
published, leading to an emergence of clinical studies of transsexual individuals throughout the
1960s and 70s.60 Also at this time, transgender individuals began to write and share their own
stories. One of the most groundbreaking books was Christine Jorgensen’s 1967 autobiography,
which became a bestseller.61 Afterwards, many transsexual women published their stories.
However, transsexual men did not follow suit. The absence of autobiographies by transsexual
men reflects their marginalization in society.
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New support groups and organizations for transgender people arose in the 1980s and
1990s, leading to increased opportunities for individuals living outside normative gender
boundaries to embrace their various gender and sexual identities. During the 1980s and 1990s,
the emergence of queer theory led literary critics to examine gender identities and how such
identities were performed.62 These studies validated trans-identities in academia. Judith Butler’s
1990 publication, Gender Trouble, argues that gender is a social construction created by social
institutions.63 She relies upon the works of Luce Irigaray and Michel Foucault to demonstrate
how philosophers and historians have challenged the rigid definitions and binaries of gender. She
urges scholars to move past gender categories and focus on how it has been constructed through
the politics of identity.
Some of the earliest academic works exploring the histories of transgender communities
were Leslie Feinberg’s Transgender Warriors: Making History from Joan of Arc to RuPaul and
Pat Califia’s Sex Changes: The Politics of Transgenderism.64 These works were written by
transgender activists not historians. Vivian Namaste’s Invisible Lives explores the “erasure” of
transsexual and transgender people from the discourse of history and from institutional, social,
and political contexts.65 One of the most praised works on transsexuality is Joanne Meyerowitz’s
How Sex Changed (2002).66 Meyerowitz states, “the topic of sex change has served as a key site
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for the definition and redefinition of sex in popular culture, science, medicine, law, and daily
life.”67 She argues that transsexual history has existed for longer than sex changing operations
and the term transsexuality itself. Susan Stryker’s Transgender History focuses on the social and
political activism of transgender individuals from the mid-20th century into the 21st century. This
history, which can be traced back to the 1850s, started to shift in the 1970s, as transgender
women created safe spaces for themselves. By the end of the decade, the gay movement moved
away from transgender concerns to focus on more respectable images of male homosexuality.68
Also, the lesbian movement and radical feminists distanced themselves from transgender
individuals viewing male-to-female transgender individuals as intruding on womanhood.
In the last three decades, the queer and transgender historiographies have expanded to
include black gender nonconforming individuals. In 1990, Paris is Burning gave audiences a
glimpse into Harlem’s black and Latino queer subcultures, where dances like voguing were
performed. Roughly twenty-five years later, Marlon Bailey looked to Detroit to study the ball
culture scene. In Butch Queens Up in Pumps, Bailey argues that queer African Americans are
excluded from the “black community” due to homophobia, from white queer culture due to
racism, and from so many other spaces due to economics and sexuality. Thus black queer
individuals had to form their own safe, nurturing, and supportive spaces for fluid gender
expressions, ritualizing performances, kinship structures, and competition. The ball scene
provided such spaces to learn survival skills and shape their own identities, giving individuals a
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strong sense of belonging.69 This work intervenes by demonstrating that while the entertainment
industry allowed for visibility it was often policed.
This dissertation intervenes in African American history by expanding the boundaries of
women and gender. It centers black transgender women and gender nonconforming women of
color within our conceptualizations of black womanhood, black women’s labor, black women’s
activism, and black women’s identity. Furthermore, examining the lived experiences of queer
historical figures within the field leads to critical inquiry at the intersection of race, gender, class,
and transphobia, which highlights critical issues such as economic insecurity, violence and
harassment, health inequity, and criminal injustice. Within queer history, this work intervenes by
highlighting what behaviors and physical representations have been considered unacceptable and
non-normative across time and space as well as the consequences given to those who violate
these cultural boundaries. By intervening in these fields, this work seeks to challenge scholars to
think expansively about black and queer histories by identifying topics within these fields that
need to be further researched.
Chapter Summaries
Utilizing the idea of Sankofa, a Twi word meaning, “to retrieve the past to move
forward,” this dissertation explores case studies within our contemporary moment, but it travels
back into the past to investigate figures to understand the past as well as the present. This
dissertation consists of four thematic chapters. I open each chapter with a contemporary story
and then provide deeper context in the body of the dissertation. Following the opening stories are
discussions and analyses of the lives and experiences of three figures per chapter. Through the
lives of twelve black transgender women and gender nonconforming women of color, this
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dissertation contributes to the growing historiography of black transgender women and gender
nonconforming women of color, a field that demands much more attention from scholars. My
dissertation seeks to demonstrate the impact of black transgender and gender nonconforming
women of color and the public discourse of issues surrounding race, class, gender, and labor in
the United States from the nineteenth century onward. The lives of the black transgender women
and gender nonconforming women of color examined demonstrates how over time they expand
the definition of gender and womanhood. Within the spaces they occupy, they fight for visibility
and progress. As this dissertation examines a vast time period, it highlights that there are certain
beliefs that these individuals have embraced through time such as their determination to live and
be who they are. They have continued to define what it means to self-name and challenge rigid
definitions of womanhood in a binary society.
Chapter one, “I Defy Any Doctor in The World to Prove That I Am Not A Woman,”
examines the lives of Mary Jones, Lucy Hicks Anderson, and Ajita Wilson, black transgender
women who in various ways labored as prostitutes, brothel owners, and in adult films. Several
scholars have recognized the importance of understanding black women’s sexual agency and
experiences in the sex work industry. The scholarship recognizes that while sex work offers
economic incentives, it also attracted legal issues, physical violence, and attitudes regarding
morality.70 Utilizing M. Jacqui Alexander’s concept of erotic autonomy, this chapter argues that
black women’s sexual agency poses a threat to social institutions as well as the model of
embodied resistance. Black gender non-conforming women existing outside of the normative
binary engaged in sex work as a mode of survival, as well as to reject the notion that engaging in
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this type of labor is criminal and shameful. This chapter covers the years between 1830 and
1980. It highlights the changes from nonbinary women giving off the illusion of having female
genitalia to having the option to undergo gender confirmation surgery. Over this time frame, they
demonstrate changes in the type of sex work they engage in from prostitution to brothel owner to
adult film work. What also changed is the visibility of the labor they performed from alleys for
paying customers to the screen for paying audiences. Perhaps the major continuity is turning to
sex work as a viable economic opportunity.
Chapter two, “Our Main Goal Is to See Gay People Liberated,” explores the manner in
which gender nonconforming women of color confronted the legislative, rhetorical, and physical
assaults on their personhood while facing elevated rates of oppression, such as poverty, murder,
and sexual violence. Black women who had been raped testified in front of Congress. One such
woman was Frances Thompson, who was later discovered to be a cisgender male.71 Into the
twentieth century, transgender women of color like Marsha P. Johnson and Sylvia Rivera
experienced sexual abuse and numerous other traumas. They confronted the public on gendered
and racial injustices that transgender women of color faced, while challenging them to discuss
and help to eradicate systemic issues of poverty, racism, harassment, and physical violence. As
black gender non-conforming women embodied resistance and embraced erotic autonomy by
claiming their bodies for themselves, they challenged the perceptions that have historically
perceived black women as intrinsically masculine and justified the violence directed towards
them. Covering a one hundred year period, this chapter’s demonstrates the changes in black
transgender women and gender nonconforming women of color responses to their existence
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being discredited in the media to them mobilizing, organizing, and taking to the streets to speak
out against the transgressions against them. Over time, the terminology used to define them has
changed from derogatory slurs that conflate gender identity and sexual orientation to identifiers
they have come to embrace such as transvestite. The major continuity over this time period
demonstrates how vocal they were in regard to the attacks on their existence both rhetorically
and physically.

The attack on black transgender women and gender nonconforming women of color
extended to the prison industrial complex.72 Chapter three, “People Are Forgetting That These
Are Women Housed In A Men’s Prison,” examines the experiences of individuals such as Sister
Kate, Jean Williams, and Miss Major Griffin-Gracy, revealing the suspension of gender norms
within prison walls as well as the horrors of being housed in men’s prisons, where they
experienced brutality at the hands of other prisoners and authorities. Since they existed within a
legal system that forced people into two distinct gender categories, black transgender women
were criminalized and targeted through personal and state sanctioned violence, highlighting the
intersection of racial and gender violence as well as the undermining of these individuals
wellbeing. Failing to adopt laws to protect these individuals, the legal system has left them
hyper-vulnerable to violence. Due to the legal system not offering them protections, society as a
whole did not recognize or define them as victims. Instead these individuals are viewed as
deserving of violence. Such notions are rooted in a long history of violence towards black
transgender women and gender nonconforming women of color. This chapter highlights these
individuals experiences in the carceral state in the twentieth century. The major continuity is the
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anti-nonbinary laws against nonconformers and housing them in men’s jails and prisons. What
changes over time is their experiences in these environments and their responses to it from
demonstrating how prison destabilizes concepts of gender expressions to how being imprisoned
influences political participation in prison abolition.
Chapter four, “We Are Offering Just Another Form Of Entertainment,” explores the
entertainment scene such as drag balls and nightclubs, in which gender nonconforming
individuals such as Phil Black, Elton Paris, and Stormé DeLarverie carved out spaces for
themselves and the ways in which they presented and redefined gender. Onstage and off, black
gender non-conforming women embodied a shift away from prevailing ideas of respectability
politics through their representations, performances, and embodiment of femininity and
masculinity. While the entertainment industry offered opportunities for gender nonconformers to
represent themselves, the Hollywood introduced the 1930 Motion Picture Production Code to
censor certain images such as cross-dressing. Social conservatives’ conflation of sexual
orientation and gender expression affected the visibility and careers of female and male
impersonators. At night, impersonators became sensations in drag balls, night clubs, and queer
joints. Historians such as George Chauncey and James Wilson discuss these spaces as gender
nonconforming entertainers challenged the gender binary by fluidly moving in and out of the
bounds of masculinity and femininity.73 These twentieth century figures highlight continual
challenges to heteronormativity by demonstrating gender fluidity as an art form and lifestyle.
Over time, they presented diverse gender identities and opportunities for enactment.
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I end this project discussing recent events such as the celebration of the 50th anniversary
of the Stonewall Rebellion and an activist’s response to the Human Rights Campaign’s lack of
attention to the transgender community. These examples demonstrate that although trans
visibility has increased in the twenty-first century, the lives of black transgender women and
gender nonconforming women of color demonstrate that various modes of survival, such as sex
work, often took precedence over liberation. By uncovering these stories and discussing their
historical impact, it is my hope that this project will begin to answer Tourmaline’s call for
researchers to make black transgender women and gender nonconforming women of color
visible, to give them credit for the work they have done, to understand and acknowledge their
legacies, and to reveal their significance to American history and culture.
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Chapter One
“I defy any doctor in the world to prove that I am not a woman”: The Lives and Labors of
Black Transgender Sex Workers
On the evening of May 17, 2013, while walking down the street to her neighborhood bar,
Monica Jones was targeted for walking while trans. A car pulled up to her and the driver offered
her a ride to the bar. She accepted thinking this “handsome” stranger was being friendly. Once
inside, the man repeatedly asked her about her services and prices, even though she had stated
that she was not offering herself to him. Realizing that this ride was a solicitation for sex, she
asked to be let out of the car.1 Jones was then arrested and convicted of violating Phoenix
Municipal Code (“City Code”), Section 23-52(A)(3), which criminalizes “manifest[ing] an intent
to commit or solicit an act of prostitution.”2 This misdemeanor crime carries a minimum penalty
of 15 days in jail and up to six months in jail and a twenty-five hundred dollar fine. This city
code specifies that a person may be guilty of manifesting if:
The person repeatedly beckons to, stops or attempts to stop or engage passersby in
conversation or repeatedly, stops or attempts to stop, motor vehicle operators by hailing,
waiving [sic] of arms or any other bodily gesture; that the person inquires whether a
potential patron, procurer or prostitute is a police officer or searches for articles that
would identify a police officer; or that the person requests the touching or exposure of
genitals or female breast.3
It turns out that this “friendly” stranger was an undercover police officer with the Phoenix
Police Department (PPD). Four minutes into the ride, the car was pulled over as a part of a preplanned traffic stop orchestrated by the PPD, as a larger part of an anti-prostitution sting through
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Project ROSE (Reaching Out on Sexual Exploitation).4 Project ROSE is a collaborative effort
between the PPD and Arizona State University School of Social Work. According to University
of Denver Human Trafficking Center, a couple of times each year, roughly one hundred police
officers, over the course of two days, sweep the streets and online sites, gathering up sex
workers. The sex workers, while not under arrest, are handcuffed and escorted to Bethany Bible
Church (BBC).5 In correspondence to a writer for VICE, Lieutenant Gallagher, former head of
the Phoenix Vice Department stated that these round ups of sex workers or raids are “programs,”
the arrests are “contacts,” and that “Project ROSE is a service opportunity for a population
involved in a very complex problem.”6 Sex workers who spoke to Al Jazeera refute these claims,
stating that they were kidnapped in the church’s windowless rooms. Bottom line, they were
“lawfully detained.”7
While in the car, the officer kept referring to Jones with masculine pronouns such as “he”
and even “it.” When threatened with incarceration, she agreed to be taken to the church. Since
she has previous charges of prostitution, Jones was ineligible for Project ROSE’s diversion
program. At the church, those who have not had any previous arrests for prostitution or are not in
possession of drugs are eligible for the “arrest-diversion program.” They are forced to speak with
prosecutors, police officers, and social service agencies who give them two options: they either
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face criminal charges and jail time, or participate in a “rehabilitation” program operated by
Catholic Charities. They are however, denied their rights to speak with a defense attorney.8
Facing time in jail, Jones feared that being in jail would ruin her chances of finishing her degree
at Arizona State University, where she, ironically, majored in Social Work. As a vocal advocate
for sex workers and as well as a vocal opponent to Project ROSE’s diversion program, Jones
believed that her arrest was neither random nor a coincidence.
The day before Jones was picked up by Project ROSE, she spoke out against the
diversion program at a rally put on by the Phoenix chapter of Sex Workers Outreach Program
(SWOP), a grassroots movement within the sex industry to reduce harm and criminalization.
Jones stated, “I was loud, so they could pick me out in the crowd.”9 Just hours prior to being
transported to BBC, Jones placed a warning of a coming sting on Backpage, an advertising
website that sex workers used to offer their services. At BBC, Jones was to speak with the
creator of Project ROSE, Dr. Dominique Roe-Sepowitz, director of the Office of Sex Trafficking
Intervention Research and faculty member at Arizona State University. While at BBC, RoeSepowitz refused to speak with Jones, although in the past, they had debated the diversion
program. As a sex worker herself, Jones thought that the diversion program criminalizes sex
work. Roe-Sepowitz, a cisgendered white feminist had built her career fighting sex work. In an
November 2013 interview with Al Jazeera, she stated, “Once you’ve prostituted you can never
not have prostituted… Having that many body parts in your body parts, having that many body
fluids near you and doing things that are freaky and weird really messes up your ideas of what a
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relationship looks like, and intimacy.”10 In response Jones stated, “As a social worker, you're
supposed to see your clients as human beings. But her way of thinking is that once you're a sex
worker, you can never not be a sex worker.”11
In an event on August 5, 2014, Jones told the audience, “It's hard to go to school at ASU
and have Project ROSE- a program of ASU and Phoenix PD be targeting me.”12 Many
marginalized groups in Phoenix had been deliberately targeted under the rule of former Sheriff
Joe Arpaio, who during his tenure was known to racially profile minorities and uphold
manifesting laws, which target black transgender women. According to the National Transgender
Discrimination Survey (NTDS), transgender people are highly likely to participate in sex work
due to their experiences with discrimination, poverty, unemployment, homelessness, as well as
personal and state sanctioned violence.13 Emily Wyland argues, “the criminalization of sex work
is a targeted form of oppression towards transgender women of color [TWC] because TWC hold
a large presence within the sex community.”14 As a result of Jones’ May 2013 arrest, she faced
trial in March 2014 with the possibility of spending time in prison; Arizona is known for its
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notorious Tent City, a seven-acre concentration camp that exposes prisoners to swelter in the
heat.15 Being a prisoner in this facility loomed over her head.
The American Civil Liberties (ACLU) delivered an amicus curiae on behalf of Jones,
arguing that the Phoenix law of manifestation was in violation of the Arizona and the U.S
Constitutions and therefore prosecution should be dismissed.16 While Monica Jones and her trial
went virtually ignored by mainstream media, at the 25th Annual GLAAD Awards held on April
12, 2014, the celebrity activist Laverne Cox brought attention to issues that transgender people
face, such as, “walking while trans.” In her speech, Cox stated, “just yesterday, one of my
transgendered sisters was found guilty of a crime in Phoenix, Arizona…. manifesting
prostitution.”17 According to Superior Court of Arizona Maricopa County documents, Jones’s
conviction was overturned in January 2015. Judge Crane McClennen ruled that Jones had been
denied a fair trial and the court was wrong in “considering Jones’ potential punishment in
assessing her credibility.”18
Echoing the words Truth spoke to room full of white women, transgender women use the
declaration to yell out, “Ain’t I a Woman?,” reaffirming their humanity and womanhood in a
gender binary world that refuse to accept that trans women are women. As feminist and social
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theorist Simone de Beauvoir once stated, “One is not born a woman but rather becomes one.”19
Historical figures, now being heralded as transgender trailblazers include, Mary Jones, Lucy
Hicks Anderson, and Ajita Wilson. They would have understood this statement all too well. By
being employed in an industry where sex is sold makes one a sex worker. This includes those
directly involved in sexual acts (prostitutes), those who are paid for their performative nature of
their labor (prostitutes and actors), and those who staff and manage the sex industry (brothel
owners). As sex workers, the multiple forms of oppression of these women are shaped by power
dynamics and institutionalized and systemic ideologies, which “othered,” marginalized, and
restricted them from full access to resources and privileges. These oppressions shaped their
position in society as well as their political visions. These individuals found different types of
employment in the sex work industry. Sex work is a prevalent theme in the history of black
transgender women’s history due to a larger cultural fascination with fetishizing and objectifying
their bodies, especially their genitalia. The body part that marks them as uncharted territory in
the minds of cisgender people. M. Jacqui Alexander puts forth the concept of erotic autonomy,
which black women’s sexual agency poses a threat to social institutions as well as the model of
embodied resistance, black gender non-conforming individuals existing outside of the normative
binary engage in sex work as a mode of survival as well as to reject the notion that engaging in
this type of labor is criminal and shameful. This is demonstrated in the lives and works of Mary
Jones, a prostitute; Lucy Hicks Anderson, a brothel owner; and Ajita Wilson, a sexploitation film
actress, revealing a burden of surveillance and profiling under which these sex workers lived.
Choosing to live as gender non-conformists, rather than conforming while living under a system
that retaliates against those who challenge their oppressions, demonstrates their set of beliefs and
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how they employed erotic autonomy as they represented their ideas and versions of womanhood.
The concerns of historians studying the lives of black transgender women and gender
nonconforming women of color are influenced by the plight of black transgender women like
Monica Jones whose experiences challenges us to look to the past for answers to contemporary
issues. Furthermore, her experiences illuminate the helps to frame the questions needed to
interrogate the lives of those who came before her such as Mary Jones, Lucy Hicks Anderson,
and Ajita Wilson.
Historiography
In the aftermath of Monica Jones’ ordeal with the criminal justice system, advocates and
activists around the nation called for sex work to be decriminalized. Her experience as a sex
worker reflects a larger historical experience for black transgender women. It demonstrates their
history of discrimination of black transwomen and how this is perpetuated through assumptions
and attitudes about non-conforming individuals. Their experiences reveal how society
pathologize those who exist outside the gender binary. As seen in Jones’s narrative, attitudes and
behaviors towards these individuals are often overt, which reflects society’s normalizing the
gender binary. Due to issues like limited employment opportunities, many black transgender
women view sex work as the only viable option.
Known as the “world’s oldest profession,” sex work was once not considered a crime.
“Sex work,” a fairly new term, surfaced during the mid-to-late twentieth century. It is an
umbrella term encompassing the many types of sexual labors and relations performed or
delivered. Discussing the history of prostitution in the United States in 1921, Howard Woolston
wrote, “Prostitution was not an offense in English or American common law, and, prior to the
World War, to be a prostitute was for the most part not an offense itself, but was regarded as a
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condition of vagrancy.”20 At the time, for prostitutes to be punished as sexual deviants, they had
to have committed adultery, or acted as nightwalkers, or women who walked the streets at night
for immoral purposes. Whereas prostitution is the act of engaging in sexual activities,
nightwalkers engaged in many unlawful acts, not necessarily those sexual in nature. In
Massachusetts, nightwalking was an offense, in which the law, enacted in 1699 and reenacted by
state legislature in 1787, testified to the presence of prostitutes. It was not until 1917 in
Massachusetts, that prostitutes could be punished for prostitution.21
Legal historian Judith Kelleher Schafer examined the lives of “lewd and abandoned
women” who worked in the “oldest human profession” in antebellum New Orleans. Described as
one of the deadliest places on earth due to diseases and insect infestations, New Orleans was not
a place where reputable women were willing to live. Refusing to ship “useful” citizens to the
colony, in 1721, King Louis XIV of France, cleared Paris’s La Salpêtrière prison of many
prostitutes and convicts, sending them to Louisiana. In response, a clergyman advised the
governor of Louisiana to banish all lewd women from the territory. The governor stated, “If I
sent away all the loose females, there will be no women left here at all.”22 Since then, “public
women” have remained a visible presence in the Crescent City.
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Historians such as Alecia Long, Cheryl D. Hicks, Cynthia Blair, Emily Landau, Mireille
Miller-Young, and LaShawn Harris have emphasized black women’s sexuality and experiences
in the sex work industry as workers, entrepreneurs, as well as agents and objects of desire.
Long’s The Great Southern Babylon studies race and sex in New Orleans from 1865-1920.23 In
an examination of a former female slave, she discusses plaçage, or more notably, Quadroon
Balls, which is a system that elevated the status of free women of color due to economic
arrangements with affluent white men. For these women, plaçage is a form of sex work and a
means of survival in a society that is violent towards women of color, and in the case of Adeline
Stringer, is not wholly tolerant of sex across color lines. In her book, Talk with You Like a
Woman, Hicks dedicates a chapter to black women’s sexuality. She explores working-class black
women’s sexual desires in New York City during a time in which local and state officials
racialized feminine sexual politics, handing down harsher treatments to women of color in the
early twentieth century.24
Landau’s Spectacular Wickedness is a “book about sex” in the era of Storyville, a redlight district in New Orleans known for its racialized sexual activities. In her examination of one
of the Crescent City’s notorious madams, Lulu White, Landau demonstrates how black women
took advantage of the eroticization of women of color by creating brothels such as Mahogany
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Hall, a known Quadroon Parlor.25 Miller-Young gazes at the representation of black women in
pornographic films in A Taste for Brown Sugar, challenging the notion that pornography is
“male power” and “women are in pornography to be violated and taken.”26 In Sex Workers,
Psychics, and Numbers Runners, Harris show that black women willingly participated in New
York City’s criminal activities in order to achieve economic gains.27 She discusses black
women’s roles in sex work as economic opportunities as well as a way to express and embrace
their sexuality. If the industry offered easy access to economic benefits, it also brought them
face-to-face with violence, anti-prostitution, cops, and social reformers. They faced systemic
racism that dehumanized and oversexualized black women.
Mary Jones
In Global Sex, Dennis Altman argues that prostitution is “central to any analysis of the
sexual order as is more generally the relationship of money and sex.”28 As a prostitute in 1830s
New York City, Mary Jones embraced the concept of erotic autonomy through this relationship,
which she gains power and money from those who went to her for her services. While her being
a prostitute may not have brought on a hailstorm from the media, the discovery of her being a
cisgender male sought to ensure that her labor and gender identity were made to be criminalized
and scorned. On June 16, 1836, arriving in court dressed as a woman, Mary Jones, revealed to
the crowd her birth name, which also reveals her as a cisgender male: “Peter Sewally…I am a
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man.”29 One of antebellum New York City’s prostitutes was born a man. In response to a
question of donning women’s clothing, Jones stated, “I have been in the practice of waiting upon
Girls of ill fame and made up the Beds and received the Company at the door and received the
money for rooms etc. and they induced me to dress in women’s clothes, saying I looked so much
better in them and I have always attended parties among the people of my colour dressed in this
way- and in New Orleans I always dressed in this way.”30 Jones’s explanation of wearing
women’s clothing alluded to black queer life that existed in antebellum America. This moment in
black queer history in which Jones lived serves as an origin story for the late 19th century drag
balls in New York City, rent parties in Harlem, and vogue culture of the mid-to-late 20th century.
Jones’ appearance in court is one of the earliest instances of a gender nonconforming individual
being subjected to the legal system where their identity is scrutinized and their personhood is
criminalized.
The events that took place on the night of June 11, 1836, formally introduced Mary Jones
to the citizens of New York. It was a media firestorm. The New York Sun also reported other
aliases Jones that went by, such as “Miss Ophelia,” “Miss June,” and “Eliza Smith.”31 According
to the New York Herald, at approximately ten p.m. that evening, on Bleeker Street, Mary Jones
dressed “elegantly and in perfect style,” met a white man, Robert Haslem, a master mason.32
During this meeting, it is unclear who initiated conversation due to conflicting reports from rival
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New York City newspapers. The Herald recounted the conversation where Haslem asked Jones,
“Where are you going my pretty maid?” agreeing to accompany her.33 Just before the two
ventured on what the paper called a “tour of pleasure,” Jones “lovingly threw her arms around
him and strained him into her.”34 The Sun reported Haslem and Jones “had some further
conversation” in an alley on Greene Street, a well-known, popular red-light district in 19th
century New York City.35 Finishing their dalliances in the alley, Haslem and Jones parted ways.
On his way home, Haslem found his wallet missing, which contained ninety-nine dollars. As
Jonathan Ned Katz writes, what Haslem found instead was “the wallet of a man he did not know,
with a bank order for the then large sum of $200.”36 Haslem tracked down the owner of the
wallet, which was stolen the night before. Claiming “too wise” to “expose himself,” the owner of
the wallet did not report his property stolen to the police. The “wise” owner of the wallet
indicated of attitudes in 1830s New York City towards prostitution. In studying prostitution in
the city during the 19th century, Marilynn Wood Hill posits that prostitution was quite visible.
However, it was viewed as “a departure from expected street decorum” rather than “a distinct
sexual crime.”37 Opponents of prostitution criminalized it and sought to prevent it. The New
York Female Moral Reform Society (NYFMRS) was formed in 1834 by Lydia Finney, wife of
Charles Grandison Finney, a revivalist during the Second Great Awakening, with the intention to
combat prostitution. The NYFMRS paid visits to brothels, a strategic move “to eliminate sexual
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immorality from society.”38 Assuming the wallet’s owner knew or found out about Jones’s
cisgender gender assignment, he could have been cautious of exposing himself. According to
David Greenberg, “homosexuality was not vigorously prosecuted,” even though legislation
against it existed.39 Due to lenient legislation and with such activities taking place in virtual
privacy, homosocial spaces like bathhouses and hotels allowed for homoerotic relations to occur.
The sharp divisions between what is homosexuality and heterosexuality did not emerge until the
late 19th century. Also due to legislation, the need for privacy and secrecy was important,
especially for those holding higher positions, titles, and economic status.
The following morning, Haslem relayed his version of events to a police officer by the
name of Bowyer. Constable Bowyer made it his mission to track down Mary Jones. According to
the Herald, around midnight that evening, Bowyer crossed paths with a black woman who was
probably “the one he sought,” so he took a look at her face, determining “he was right.” He
proceeded to ask her about her plans for the night, which she responded, “I am going home, will
you go too?”40 For Jones, home was a brothel located on Greene Street. Although Bowyer
refused to accompany Jones, the Herald reported he went with her to an alley “to reenact the
scene of the previous evening,” where she was “very affectionate.”41 Jones was then placed
under arrest. The Sun documented that Jones resisted arrest.
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During her arrest, Jones removed some wallets from her bosom, one of which belonged
to Haslem. Once Jones was locked up, Bowyer took her key and searched her apartment, where
he found other wallets. On June 11th, 1836, five days after her encounter with Haslem, Mary
Jones appeared in the Court of General Sessions, not just dressed as a woman, but donning the
same clothing worn “when apprehended.”42 In court, Jones’ appearance was met with
“mock[ing]” and “gawk[ing]” from a crowd that, according to the Herald, offered “the greatest
merriment in the court, and his Honor the Recorder, the sedate grave Recorder laughed till he
cried.”43 Further adding to the crowd’s amusement and Jones’s embarrassment, the Sun noted, a
spectator “seated behind the prisoner’s box, snatched the flowing wig from the head of the
prisoner.”44
According to court transcripts, Jones was asked, in addition to birth name, questions
regarding age, birthplace, occupation, and residence. Jones answered, “I will be thirty-three
Years of age on the 12th day of December next, I was born in this city, and get a living by
Cooking, Waiting &c and live No. 108 Greene St.”45 Jones’ testimony both concealed and
revealed employment in a brothel on Greene Street. Her work was not limited to just cooking
and cleaning. The “etc.” alludes to duties that are sexual in nature. As Timothy Gilfoyle explains,
“It reveals that certain forms of homosexuality, even male prostitution, were probably tolerated

paid to her. Lennox’s accuser did not appear in court to testify, which was not uncommon. In many cases, especially
if the defendant is a white woman, the case would be dropped; a judge decided that Lennox would stand trial. Katz,
Love Stories, 81.
42

Tavia Nyong’o, The Amalgamation Waltz: Race, Performance, and the Ruses of Memory (Minnesota: University
of Minnesota Press, 2009), 96.
43

Nyong’o, The Amalgamation Waltz, 96; Katz, Love Stories, 82.

44

Katz, Love Stories, 82.

45

Katz, 83.

46

and linked to the brothel subculture during these years.”46 The questioning continued, and Jones
was asked if she had taken Haslem’s wallet, to which she answered, “No Sir and I never saw the
Gentleman not laid eyes upon him. I threw no Pocket Book from me last night, and had none to
throw away, and the Pocket Books now shown me I never saw before.”47 While Jones flat out
denied knowing Haslem, stealing his wallet, and the wallets of others, “two johns and a police
officer testifying” led to Jones being charged with grand larceny and sentenced to Sing Sing.48
During the nineteenth century, the prison of Sing Sing functioned as “a contract labor system,
which utilized hundreds of inmates in factory-style workshops to fulfill quotas from third-party
contractors.”49
Several days after the trial, a lithograph surfaced in New York City of Peter Sewally as
Mary Jones. It was entitled “The Man Monster” and published by H.R Robinson, a known
publisher of caricatures and prints, especially political satires.50 Interestingly, Jones was depicted
as a well-dressed woman with coiffed hair, gloves, slippers, and a purse, rather than as a
stereotypical caricature as the title would suggest. In the spring of 1836, one of New York City’s
most sought after prostitutes, Helen Jewett, was found murdered in her bed in a brothel on
Thomas Street. The horrendous event and highly sensationalized trial caused a media storm in
the city, especially in New York City newspapers like the Herald as well as around the nation in
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this curious case of whodunit.51 Capitalizing on this situation, H.R Robinson published a
lithograph depicting a sleeping Jewett with bared breasts and legs.52 In 1842, six years after this
publication, H.R Robinson’s shop, located at 52 Courtland St. in New York City, was raided by
police. The Herald reported that when officers arrived, “such a scene was presented to the eyes
of modest men as would cause a blush to gleam from the face of brass.”53 The police
immediately seized twenty thousand dollars’ worth of erotic prints and books and arrested
Robinson, making this one of the first obscenity cases in New York City.
On August 9, 1845, nine years after the trial, the Commercial Advertiser ran a story about
“Beefsteak Pete,” a “villainous character…arrested [for] perambulating the streets in women’s
attire.”54 Six months later, on February 15, 1846, the Herald reported that “Pete Sevanley, alias
‘beef steak Pete’, a notorious black rascal, who dresses in female attire and parades about the
street.”55 When Bowyer had searched Jones’ apartment, he also searched her person and found
out that she was born a cisgender man. Did Jones’ customers know this? Did they care? If they
had no knowledge, how was she able to give off the illusion of possessing female genitalia? It
was documented that Jones “strategically placed a slab of beef” between her legs.”56 The Sun
explained in Latin that Jones “had been fitted with a piece of cow pierced and opened like a
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woman’s womb, held up by a girdle.”57 Maybe the attire, while mocked and clowned by
onlookers, neutralized Jones’ monster or “freak” status.58 Explaining this phenomenon, bell
hooks, in her article, “Eating the Other,” argues “cultural, ethnic, and racial differences will be
continually commodified and offered up as new dishes to enhance the white palate.”59 The other
is eaten as white audiences consume aspects of the other’s culture such as music, language, and
especially, the body. Certainly, crossdressing does not necessarily confirm whether Jones ever
considered herself a gender identity under the transgender umbrella, but her lived experiences
offers a unique glimpse into the life of a free person of color in antebellum New York City living
outside of normative expectations for gender specific behaviors. Her experience as a gender
nonconforming woman in the nineteenth century invigorated those who came after her to believe
that they could exist even when the binary world told them they should not, when the media
slandered them, and when the world ignored them.
Lucy Hicks Anderson
Lucy Hicks Anderson’s utilization of erotic autonomy is demonstrated in her labor shift
from domestic worker to brothel owner. This shift highlights a change in power as she went from
being paid by Oxnard’s white families to cook, clean, and watch their children to those who paid
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her for the sexual services provided by the women who worked in her brothel. LeAnn Whites
and Mary C. Neth writes,
As owners of brothels, women became “businessmen.” However, they could assert their
power only so far. Although men could participate in and profit from the business of
prostitution and keep their social status, respectability, and political power, women could
not... They could not assert power as respectable “businessmen” and property owners, nor
could they gain influence as middle-class women because they lacked the key element of
women’s ability to influence men- respectability.60
Less than a century after Jones’ trial, Lucy Hicks Anderson found herself on trial for perjury in
postwar Oxnard, California. Anderson was born Tobias Lawson in postbellum Waddy, Kentucky
between 1886 and 1890. The discrepancy of her birth years is due to her reporting 1890 on her
New Mexico marriage certificate, while during her trial, testifying 1886.61 The 1900 United
States Federal Census reports that a Tobias Lawson living in Waddy, Kentucky was fourteen
years old working as a servant alongside his mother, Nancy Lawson.62 According to the Ventura
County Star Free Press, during her court appearance, in regards to her age, the following
exchange took place, “When [an attorney] asked the defendant if she gave her age as 42 on the
marriage license and if her correct age was 59, the defendant answered yes, and, with a nod of
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the head and arched eyebrows, added, ‘A woman isn’t supposed to have an age after 40.”63
Growing up with the nickname “Toby,” a doctor advised that he be raised as a girl, making this
case peculiar, especially at the time. The Ventura County Star Free Press reported Hicks’
childhood experience: “I have always dressed up as a woman,” Anderson told the jury in a soft
voice. She explained that the family doctor, Dr. Jesse, had told her mother when she was nine
years old that “I was more of a girl than a boy.” Her mother informed her, that “there’s nothing
to do. You’re a girl and you’re not like other little girls.”64 So, “in the hills of Kentucky,” Toby’s
mother raised him as a girl and became known as “Lucy.”65
When she was about thirty years old, Anderson moved to Silver City, New Mexico as
Lucy Beasley, where she married Clarence Hicks on October 2, 1920.66 The Oxnard PressCourier explained that the marriage ended in “October 1929” due to “an interlocutory decree on
grounds of destruction.”67 When asked during her trial if she married a man, she responded,
“He’s supposed to be.”68 The Oxnard Courier-Press documented that Anderson left Silver City,
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New Mexico, for Oxnard alone. While city records indicate that she married and divorced Hicks
in the 1920s, records at the Oxnard Historical Society show that she arrived in Oxnard in 1915.69
Various reports describe Anderson as “a skinny, 6ft. Kentucky Negro.70 Furthermore, she
is described as being “A raw-bone Negress,” who wore “bright, low-cut silk dresses from which
her slatlike collarbones protruded and she affected picture hats and high-heeled shoes.”71 While
her height and fashion drew a lot of attention, her hairstyles were also subjected to conversation.
Time magazine wrote, “Her wigs were her pride- she had a long, black, wavy one, a short,
straight, bobbed one, and for special occasions a shoulder-length job in red.”72 Her reputation of
being fashionable was on full display during her trial. The Ventura County Star Free Press
stated, “In her black hair-said to be a wig, ‘Lucy’ wore silver combs and ‘her’ nails were tinted a
deep red…. Dressed in a light beige woman’s suit… pink flowers in his hair… a fox fur
neckpiece… brown high-heeled pumps, light green figured blouse, pearl necklace and pearl
earrings. On her black, sleekly coiffured hair-said to be a wig- she wore a tiny brown felt hat.”73
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According to the Oxnard Press-Courier, “Lucy asked for a correction in the report… [which]
said she wore three red roses in an upswept hairdo- a wig. ‘That wasn’t a wig,’ she said. ‘That
was my real hair I was wearing in court.”74
The print media switched up their usage of gender pronouns towards Anderson as well as
placed quotations around her name. Before, during, and after her trial, the print media showcased
its obsession with her representation of womanhood by repeatedly identifying her as a cisgender
man. As news spread, headlines such as “Negroes (Male) Fake Marriage to Collect Soldier
Allotment.”75 Under such headlines were articles littered with her name in quotations and
masculine pronouns placed in parentheses next to feminine pronouns; in many cases, the
feminine pronouns were placed in quotations.76 This does not necessarily prove that it was done
to mock Anderson’s gender performance, but it does highlight how important and shocking such
a visual was for Oxnard in the early-to-mid twentieth century. Additionally, the usage of male
pronouns does reveal the media’s push to dismiss Anderson’s desire to be seen and described as
a woman, rather than a cisgender man in a dress. Before the trial and media fascination, who was
Anderson? What did she do? How did Oxnard (un)welcome her?
When Anderson arrived in Oxnard, she immediately found work as a domestic,
performing cleaning, childcare, and cooking duties for white families. During the early twentieth
century, most black women participating in the wage economy were relegated to domestic labor,
making it the biggest industry of black women’s paid work. Examining black women’s labor
patterns and migrations, Jacqueline Jones demonstrates that as black women moved out of the
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fields in search of other means of work, white employers hired black women as the “help.”77 One
aspect of the Great Migration showed black women moving out of the south to other parts of the
nation in search of better employment opportunities. Elizabeth Clark-Lewis’ oral histories of
black women domestic laborers in Washington D.C. reveal that black mothers trained and
prepared their daughters to work and survive, a process referred to as “traveling talk.”78 Perhaps
Anderson equipped herself for life in Oxnard by working alongside her mother as servants in
Kentucky. A part of this tradition in the American west, Lucy built her reputation cooking for
prominent Oxnard families, giving her access to business owners and bankers. 79 One Oxnard
resident stated, “she could cook great dinners. Oh she was a terrific cook… Boy she was good.
Everybody liked her.”80 Her reputation for being fashionable and an excellent cook made Oxnard
citizens seek out her talents for various events such as society functions. They traveled to her
home to borrow her recipes, and weddings.81 Mabel Craddock explains, “When my younger
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sister was married her sorority sisters came down to be bridesmaids from Berkeley. Lucy helped
them all get dressed and she was just part, of the family, more or less.”82
Even more remarkable was Anderson’s community involvement and charitable activities
in Oxnard from the Prohibition era through the second world war. She was an active member of
her church, prepared barbeque meals for visitors such as a Catholic priest and was quite generous
with her money, donating to the Red Cross and Boy Scouts. She joyfully said, “Jist don't ask
where the money came from.”83 As the United States entered World War II, Lucy put together
“champagne parties” for deployed soldiers and their families and took her time “visiting the
bereaved family and bawl[ing] like a cow with a thistle in its throat” when a local soldier was
killed in the war.84 When President Roosevelt died, the local Oxnard newspaper quoted Lucy as
well as civic leaders.85
Lucy Hicks Anderson was also a brothel owner, which established her as a member of
Oxnard society, closely guarding the secrets and activities of the upper echelon of the town,
which in turn kept her out of the claws of the law, for a while. Once she saved up enough money,
Anderson bought a brothel located in downtown Oxnard “on the corner of 7th and B Street.”86
According to archival sources, this is not the only establishment she owned in the sex industry.
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She owned enough to take up half a block.87 On a few occasions during the Prohibition era, she
would run into the law, be arrested and fined for selling alcohol.88 The locals did not appreciate
the law jailing Lucy as it was inconvenient. In a sensationalized profile of Anderson, “Sin and
Soufflé,” Time detailed what happened when the sheriff arrested her: “Charles Donlon, the
town’s leading banker, promptly bailed her out… [because] he had scheduled a huge dinner
party which would have collapsed dismally with Lucy in jail. After that, Lucy Hicks trafficked
successfully in both sin and soufflé.”89 Her entrepreneurial spirit proved to be successful as she
was able to purchase approximately “$50,000 in war bonds” by the time Japan surrendered in
World War II.90
From the Prohibition era through World War II, black and white women, throughout the
nation were able to make a substantial living running successful brothels. Polly Adler, known as
the Jewish Jezebel, ran a number of brothels in New York in her quest to be “the best goddam
madam in all of America.”91 The Great Depression struck fear in the hearts of business owners,
but business went on as usual, with men lining up each night at her establishments, “trying to
figure out what had hit them and estimating the extent of the damage,” as Adler explained.92
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While obscenity and charges of corruption eventually led her away from the sex industry in
1943, Lucy Hicks Anderson’s troubles had yet to begin.
In 1944, for Anderson, business was good. Oxnard loved her and she loved Oxnard. She
also loved Reuben Anderson, a white soldier who, according to the marriage license was
somewhere between ten and thirteen years younger than her.93 The engagement announcement
ran in the June 29, 1944, issue of the Oxnard Press-Courier:
Miss Lucy Hicks announced her engagement Thursday evening to Reuben Anderson. She
assisted in entertaining friends from South Los Angeles, Ventura, Santa Paula, and
Oxnard. Hors d’oeuvres and punch were served prior to the buffet supper. The marriage
of Miss Hicks and Mr. Anderson will take place in November ‘if not sooner,’ according
to the bride to be.94
The following year, Reuben Anderson was deployed to Mitchell Fields, New York, making him
notably absent during his wife’s upcoming trial.95 During the trial, responding to questions
regarding her marriage, she stated, “Reuben and I are happily married. Every week that boy
writes me. He has told me that regardless of what all the trouble was, we are married and he love
me and intends to stay with me until death do us part.”96
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The state of California had placed a ban on interracial marriages in 1850 under the Civil
Code, Section 60 stating, “All marriages of white persons with negroes or mulattoes are declared
illegal and void.”97 The statute was overturned in October 1948, roughly three years after the
Andersons were married, in the case Perez v. Sharp, in which the California Supreme Court
ruled the ban violated the 14th Amendment to the Constitution.98 According to Lucy Hicks
Anderson’s testimony and evidence of their marriage license, the Andersons did legally marry.
This form of racist legal segregation law did not appear to hinder their marriage.
Lucy Hicks Anderson’s real trouble came when an outbreak of venereal disease in
October 1945 was traced back to her brothel by Navy officials. This was not the first time the
Navy investigated an outbreak of venereal disease and traced it back to a brothel in Oxnard. In
January 1943, a brothel owned by a Panamanian woman, Mickey Robinson, was raided by
police. During questioning by District Attorney M. Arthur Waite, Robinson stated, she “received
permission” from Chief of Police Waggener, which allowed her to run her establishment without
interference. Waggener denied her accusation, but he resigned his post only six months after
filling the position.99 Ventura County Deputy Sheriff Jack Ryan filled Waggener’s position in
January 1943. As Chief of Police, Ryan, “arrested several women at Lucy’s…. A sailor had
charged he had been diseased after visiting one of Lucy’s accommodating wenches.”100
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Anderson and some of her girls were arrested and taken to Ventura for examination for
sexually transmitted diseases. Anderson refused to be examined, stating she only owned the
establishment and did not provide sexual favors. The District Attorney demanded that she
undergo examination.101 Upon completing the examination of Anderson, Dr. Hilary R. Mangan,
along with a team of four other doctors, discovered that she was born a cisgender man, a
shockwave that hit Oxnard quite hard. The shock ran so deep that the local Oxnard newspaper
“refused to print the story until October 19, more than two weeks after the arrest and
examination.”102 District Attorney Waite immediately sprang into action, signing a complaint of
perjury against Anderson, claiming that she had falsified documents by identifying as a woman
on her marriage license. She was held on a one-thousand-dollar bond in the men’s section in the
local jail, clad in the same women’s clothing that she wore when arrested.103 Anderson’s troubles
grew bigger when the federal government came after her for fraud. As the wife of a serviceman,
she received fifty-dollar monthly military allotment checks. The Star Free Press ran a story on
November 9, 1945, that “John Doe Hicks, Oxnard negro…charged officially with accepting
allowance checks illegally from the United States government.”104 Adding to this, she was
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almost brought up on charges of draft dodging. But, officials changed their minds due to
Anderson’s age.105
During her trial, Anderson adamantly defended her gender identity. In response to
questions regarding whether she is a man or a woman, she stated:
I defy any doctor in the world to prove that I am not a woman. I have lived, dressed,
acted just what I am, a woman. It’s only petty maliciousness that is trying to cause me
heartache and harm. If they would devote the same amount of energy to local problems
that are hurting the community it would be much better… I have lived [as] a good citizen
for many years in this town and am going to die a good citizen, but I am going to die a
woman.106
Although the results of the examination determined Anderson to be a man, Dr. William t.
Rothwell, a gynecologist from Riverside, was called to the stand by Anderson’s attorney.
Testifying that he believed Anderson to be of “dual sex…. Believing [her] to contain both female
and male characteristics with the female predominant.”107 The District Attorney asked, “Does the
jury wish to allow Hicks to continue to live as a woman to violate the sanctity of homes, to
associate with women in rest rooms?”108 Anderson’s attorney responded, “What good will be
gained by imposing punishment even if Lucy Hicks is found to be a man, but with no intention
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of defrauding the public?”109 Regardless of whether the “masquerade has hurt no one,” the jury
agreed that Anderson was guilty of perjury, sentencing her to one year in jail and ten years’
probation; she spent one month in jail and was told that she would not be able to live in
Oxnard.110 After being found guilty following a rather quick deliberation, Cpl. Reuben Anderson
faced up to ten years in prison and a ten thousand dollar fine because he sent nine hundred and
fifty dollar allotments to his wife, even though he knew she was a cisgender male. He denied any
wrongdoing.111
Three years into her probation, Anderson spoke with the presiding judge, Louis Drapeau,
to negotiate her sentence. He dismissed her probation with “the condition that she stay out of
Oxnard.”112 Lucy Hicks Anderson was first denied her womanhood, then criminalized for
maintaining her identity, and she was finally ostracized from her community. But she defied the
order and stayed in Oxnard. According an article in the June 3, 1946 edition of the Oxnard
Press-Courier, Anderson held a barbeque and Democratic rally in Oxnard, encouraging people
to get out and vote.113 In 1949, an ad was placed in the Baltimore Afro-American by Lillian
Wade Mitchell of Lexington, Kentucky, searching for her first cousin, “Tod,” or Lucy Hicks
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Anderson, whom she believed was in the Los Angeles area.114 The Oxnard Press-Courier, using
masculine pronouns despite her self-identification as Mrs. Reuben Anderson, reported on
November 12, 1952 that in the election, she picked up one write in vote, demonstrating that she
maybe still lived in Oxnard.115
In 1953, Anderson was seen in Oxnard holding an infant, seeking help from the Chief of
Police in adopting him. She was quickly reminded of the terms of the judge’s request that she
never return to Oxnard.116 Anderson moved to Los Angeles, working as a housekeeper and cook
until her death on September 23, 1954 in the Los Angeles General Hospital.117 Interviews
conducted in 1979 with Oxnard residents spoke to her personhood and character. The Chief of
Police at the time of her trial, W.P Clark, stated, “Lucy, we always figured, was a little queer, but
we never know the true story… it turned out she was a man… She had some whiskers, too, but
we always accepted that… She was a wonderful person.”118 In another interview, Laura O’Reilly
Dowd recalled, “we knew it… We all knew it.”119 Oxnard loved Lucy Hicks Anderson and she
loved Oxnard, but the truth of her cisgender sex proved to be difficult for many people to accept.
The denial of her citizenship and personhood underscores society’s refusal to accept those
existing outside the gender binary. Yet, in the face of legal and personal retaliation, Anderson
remained steadfast in her embracing of erotic autonomy understanding that she poses a threat to
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the social and political institutions that have viewed black transgender women as deviants and
undeserving of empathy.
Ajita Wilson
Ajita Wilson exemplifies erotic autonomy in an industry where cinematic representations
of sex workers have been a common way for depicting women’s changing positions in society
over time. Russell Campbell points out that these images reveal paradoxical attitudes:
Disturbed by woman and what she represents as the sexual other, men have found the
fictional prostitute uniquely suited to embodying fantasies in which their acute desires
and anxieties find expression. Because of the contradictory emotions she generates, she
has come to occupy an equivocal position in the male imagination, both valued and
vilified.120
While Jones’ and Anderson’s introduction to society came through trials for criminal behavior
along with the discovery of being born male, subjecting them to public and media scrutiny and
ridicule, Ajita Wilson’s introduction to the world was quite different. Since 1952, Jet, as a way to
promote the beauty of black women, had featured a “Beauty of the Week” in each issue. This
feature included a photograph of a black woman clad in a one or two-piece swimsuit and tidbits
of information such as her name, hometown, occupation, interests, and hobbies. In the August
20, 1981, issue, Ajita Wilson was the featured Beauty of the Week with the caption, “Roman
Beauty: Beautiful Ajita Wilson from Rome, Italy is a movie actress in Europe. When she is not
making films she enjoys reading, dancing, and people.”121 Was it known that Wilson was a
transgender woman? Did it matter? While possibly the first transgender woman to be featured as
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the magazine’s Beauty of the Week, Wilson was not the first gender nonconforming person to be
featured in the magazine.
From June to October 1953, Jet ran a series of articles about Charles R. Brown’s journey
to undergo gender confirmation surgery. It detailed her financial and legal troubles to become
Carlett Brown. In 1950, Charles Brown volunteered for the Navy to receive “medical treatment
for chronic rectal and nasal bleeding.”122 Admitted into the U.S Naval Hospital in Philadelphia
that year, doctors treated Brown for mental illness. At the time, medical professionals such as
psychiatrists were publishing studies on gender nonconforming individuals, concluding that such
individuals suffered from mental illness. Another doctor diagnosed the condition as due to the
presence of female glands.123 Brown reached out to doctors in Germany, Denmark, and
Yugoslavia to perform the surgery. Dr. Christian Hamburger, chief hormone specialist in
Copenhagen, Denmark, agreed to conduct a pre-operative checkup at a woman’s clinic in Bonn,
Germany.124 Jet reported that Brown’s treatment would include “hormone and cortisone
injection” and her operation would “involve amputation of his sex organs and plastic surgery.
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Electrolysis will be used to remove facial hair.”125 Brown made plans to have ovaries implanted
in order to have children.126
Since Denmark’s laws forbade performing gender confirmation surgery on foreigners,
Brown renounced his American citizenship at the Danish consulate in Boston, Massachusetts.127
Brown told Jet, “I just want to become a woman as quickly as possible, that’s all. I’ll become a
citizen of any country where I can receive the treatment I need and be operated on.”128 Later
Brown apologized for leaving America, stating, “after the Christine Jorgenson affair, the United
States refuses to give an American citizen permission to alter his sex.”129 If Brown’s dream
materialized, this case would make her “the first Negro ‘transvestite’ in history.130 Excited and
anticipating marrying a man she knew since childhood, Brown traveled to Boston to shop for a
wedding dress. Selecting a dress that captured her attention, she tried it on, stunning the sales
clerk as well as the store’s detective, before being removed from the store.131 Sometime later, Jet
reported that Brown was arrested in Boston for dressing “in a woman’s coat-suit ensemble.”132
At the time, it was illegal for men to publicly appear in women’s clothing. In response, Brown
stated, “I feel that female impersonators are being denied their right to life, liberty, and the
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pursuit of happiness when they are arrested for wearing female clothes especially when they are
minding their own business.”133
Brown postponed the gender confirmation surgery to remain in New York City to
undergo a facelift performed by Dr. George J.B Weiss. Brown explained, “I have always
admired the lovely face of Tamara Hayes, California blues singer, with an inward envy, and
within a few weeks I will have her face to call my own.”134 A couple of months later, the United
States government further postponed Brown’s surgery, ordering her to stay in the U.S until
$1200 in back income taxes were paid off.135 In order to pay off this debt, “‘a long lost cousin’,
an unidentified white teacher,” sponsored Brown a cooking job at Iowa State College’s Phi
Kappa House.136 Additionally, Brown may have worked in night clubs in Iowa. This is the last
time the magazine ran any features on Brown.
Thirteen years later, Jet magazine featured Sir Lady Java, a New Orleans native,
performing at Club Night Life in Los Angeles. The caption read, “He’s’ Bottomless: He-man Sir
Lady Java, who has a lot of people fooled…. To celebrate his birthday, Sir Lady Java floored all
his fans by a go-going bottomless instead of the topless go-go fad.”137 Known as “The World’s
Prettiest Female Impersonator,” Sir Lady Java was often billed as a topless act, showing off a
naturally curvy figure and a breast augmentation. She denied ever undergoing gender
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confirmation surgery.138 Jazz musician and funk trombonist Fred Wesley recalled in his memoirs
the after-hours gigs where some “really wild and crazy” things happened, such as a show put on
by Sir Lady Java who “looked so much like a woman that you would have to see ‘it’ to believe
that that person was really a man… a player friend… was fooled all the way to the bedroom and
actually saw it.”139 The ”it” Wesley is referencing is a penis. Another musician, Dr. John, the
Night Tripper, recalls much earlier, in New Orleans, Sir Lady Java took to the stage and flashed
her breasts as well as her male genitalia.140
In a feature entitled, “That’s Life,” Jet highlighted the attack on Sir Lady Java’s labor and
personhood. On October 21, 1967, she, along with twenty-five men and women, rallied and
protested outside of the Red Foxx Club in Los Angeles because the Los Angeles Police
Department shut her out for violating Rule 9, which stipulated that it was illegal for performers
to “impersonate by means of costume or dress as a member of the opposite sex, unless by special
permit issued by the Board of Police Commissioners.”141 In response, Sir Lady Java stated, “The
law is depriving me of my livelihood. I feel it’s unconstitutional.”142 Of all places, “It appears
there’s a law against female impersonators in Hollywood.”143 The American Civil Liberties
Union (ACLU) of Southern California rallied behind Sir Lady Java and supported her efforts to
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challenge the law, making it the first ACLU affiliate to “adopt a then- controversial policy
recognizing the rights to sexual privacy for all persons.”144 As the police threatened Redd Foxx
with jail time if he permitted Sir Lady Java to perform onstage, the Sir Lady Java and the ACLU
faced difficulties garnering support from club and bar owners to challenge the law, since she
could not do it personally. As a result, the challenge was struck down.145
Interestingly, the LAPD worked to uphold Rule 9 even though the California State
Supreme Court decided that the Los Angeles public anti-cross dressing law was unconstitutional.
The paradox for Sir Lady Java and other stage performers who “cross dress” was that they were
banned from performing on stage even though doing so in public was perfectly legal. The
following year, a club who was prosecuted for violating the same law appealed, leading to the
Supreme Court of California to rule in February of 1969, that “the while scheme of licensing
whereby an administrative official could grant or deny permits on a wide and divergent
interpretation” of codes was unconstitutional.146 Shortly after the ruling, entertainers like Sir
Lady Java were legally able to perform on stage in clubs and bars, thus demonstrating the
effectiveness of strategies such as organizing, mobilizing, and protesting, which were employed
in social movements throughout the 20th century.
In 1978, Jet ran a multi-page story about legendary singer and actress Lena Horne
throwing a birthday celebration for a friend of black Hollywood, Gertrude Gipson, an African
American syndicated columnist, editor, civil rights activist, nightclub owner, and publicist.
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Amongst the numerous performers was Sir Lady Java, who captivated the partygoers with her
beauty, figure, and exotic dancing. Horne, completely enthralled, exclaimed, “Unbelievable!
He’s so feminine, I can’t believe he’s a man… I’ve been waiting to meet Lady Java for so long. I
think she’s the most beautiful feminine thing I’ve ever seen in my life.”147 Meeting her idol, Sir
Lady Java was moved as Horne hugged and kissed her on the mouth. “For a fleeting moment,
my manly pride was aroused,” she said.148 For a magazine showcasing and catering to
respectable black people, what did it mean to feature Sir Lady Java? Her relationships with black
Hollywood’s elite made her an insider, allowing for reciprocity, especially for those like Redd
Foxx, owners of nightclubs where the feminine mystique and sensuality of Sir Lady Java drew
curious and fascinated spectators night after night.
Unlike Sir Lady Java, Ajita Wilson’s life and career were not explored in Jet. Perhaps this
was due to Wilson being an actress in Europe or maybe it was because she starred in adult films.
While the presence of individuals challenging the gender binary conjure up questions regarding
identities, their occupations as dancers were nowhere near as scandalous as being in adult films.
Emerging during the Black Power Era, Blaxploitation films were made by and for black
gazes. This film genre also emerged after the strict censorship Motion Picture Production Code
(Hays Code) was dropped in favor of a ratings system that allowed obscenity, nudity, kissing,
and sex to be depicted on screen. Meanwhile, in the 1969 case, Stanley v. Georgia, the United
States Supreme Court ruled that obscene materials could be viewed and read in the privacy of
people’s homes.149 As the golden age of black Hollywood dimmed, a new era of black screen
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stars budded, such as Tamara Dobson, Judy Pace, Vonetta McGee, Trina Parks, Denise Nicholas,
Teresa Graves, and quite possibly the most recognizable and iconic, Pam Grier. Taking
advantage of some of the color barriers broken through by Sidney Poitier and Dorothy
Dandridge, the 1960s and 1970s allowed Grier to “live out the freedom’s and political gains won
by the 40s, 50s, and 60s.”150 In response to black women in exploitation films, Gwendolyn
Pough states:
By exploiting black women’s bodies, the Blaxploitation movies fall short of offering
fulfilling and complete images of empowerment for Black women. However, the films do
offer some interesting subversions and complications. If we really begin to critique and
explore the genre, we can see the ways Black women such as Pam Grier have participated
in the cultural processes of gender construction for Black women and turned some of
these processes completely around.151
From American Blaxploitation to the Euro-exploitation films like those starring Ajita Wilson, the
“black community,” scholars, and film critics alike condemn these films as stereotypical
depictions of blackness, praise them for providing employment opportunities within white
industries, and protest with cries of whites profiting off of black labor. Blaxploitation films
emerged as a response to the political and social climate of the 1960s and 1970s. These films
depict challenges to white supremacy or “The Man,” who victimizes and criminalizes the poor
and oppressed. Aesthetically, these anti-heroes and anti-heroines were influenced by the Black
Power Movement, Black Panther Party, Black Nationalism, as well as the Black Arts Movement,
as the first films to feature soul and funk music, where the neighborhood pimps, prostitutes, and
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drug dealers were empowered to protect the ghettos against a racist system seeking to imprison
them and a respectable black community looking to shun them.
The most readily available materials and sources of information about Ajita Wilson are
the numerous films she starred in during the 1970s and 1980s in countries across Europe such as
Spain, Greece, France, and Italy. According to numerous sources, Wilson was born George
Wilson in 1950 and raised in Brooklyn, New York, eventually working as an entertainer in
underground adult films.152 Sometime during the 1970s, Wilson captured the attention of a
European film producer. In 1976, Wilson starred in her first film, the Italian classic by director
Cesare Caneveri, La Principessa Nuda (The Nude Princess), where she portrayed an African
princess on a fund-raising mission to Milan, Italy for political reasons. The following year, she
starred in seven films. During her career, she appeared in forty-eight exploitation films, such as
Euro-horror, women in prison, and soft and hardcore sexploitation, sending her on a trajectory to
become a cult siren.
The film genre of exploitation emerged with pornographic films in the early twentieth
century with the development of moving images on screen. The first of its kind, stag reels,
depicted sexual intercourse on screen. Shown only in brothels and men’s club, they were actually
illegal.153 In the 1970s, the genre of exploitation gave way to subgenres like Blaxploitation in the
and European sexploitation.154 Immediately following The Nude Princess came Gola Profonda
Nera (Queen of Sex), a film also known as The Black Deep Throat. Wilson stars as a reporter
tracking down an exclusive sex cult, and during her mission, she comes across a healing guru to
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help her with her nymphomania. The representation of her character’s sexuality perpetuates the
media’s and society’s depictions of black women as jezebels. The jezebel, explains Collins is at
the center of a number of “controlling images” of black womanhood.155 The desire to control
black women’s sexuality is at the heart of the oppression of black women. As a result, images
like the jezebel are put into place to represent black women’s sexuality as deviant.
Yet Mireille Miller-Young puts forth another perspective of black women in
sexploitation films. She dismisses the traumatization and victimization of black women in porn,
instead arguing that they use porn to “expand black women’s sexual representations,
performances, and labor beyond the current limits of the mainstream porn industry and the
confines of pervading stereotypes.”156 Speaking to the representation and meaning of having a
transgender woman in roles like this, Marjorie Garber asserts, Wilson is a literal embodiment of
“a challenge to easy notions of binarity, putting into question the categories of ‘female’ and
‘male,’ whether they are considered essential or constructed, cisgender or cultural.”157 In 1983,
Wilson starred as a prison warden in, Hölle der Lust (Hellhole Women) or Sadomania. In
European sexploitation, women in prison films consist of “a catalogue of depravity,” where these
prisons are “dehumanizing hellhole[s], governed by perverts, lesbians, and slimeballs.”158 The
prison depicted in the film, Sadomania, run by Wilson’s character, is a sort of boot camp for
women who are enslaved, half naked, and in one instance, raped by a dog. Judith Mayne posits
about women in prison films: “in the sense that scenes of rape and torture are staples of the
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genre, and no matter how campy the films are, they still play on the helplessness and
victimization of women.”159
In the 1970s, blacks in Britain were also dealing with a pervasive racist climate. As in
America, black British activists and radicals responded with political and social movements. The
British Black Panthers emerged with the mindset that black people are agents in their own
liberation and in order to achieve black power, they have to take the lead. While the films Wilson
appeared in may not have been created in response to and inspired by black power, her
appearance in Euro-cinema indicate more in-depth studies of blacks in Euro-cinema. Such
analysis should investigate how these depictions represent the status of black transgender women
in society. How do these images support and hinder trans liberation? Do these representations
correlate to the experiences of transgender people?
Ajita Wilson died in May 1987 at the age of thirty-seven from a brain hemorrhage
following a car accident in Rome, Italy. After her death, in an interview, director Carlos Aured
was asked about whether Wilson was a transsexual. He responded, “She was charming,
beautiful, and very professional. The rest is not important.”160 Apparently, her being a
transgender woman was revealed after her death, so it is hard to say how those involved with the
magazine felt about it. Those who worked on film with her knew. For example, Jésus Franco, a
Spanish film director who Wilson worked with on a number of projects would switch between
masculine and feminine pronouns in reference to her.161 Wilson being a transgender woman
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matters. It matters that her being transgender is not used to downplay or “other” her womanhood
and experiences. It matters that Wilson was given agency as a performer and is more than a
victim, even though she did endure victimization. This agency helps to begin dismantling racial
and gender oppressions that have kept black transgender women from achieving liberation.
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Chapter Two
“Our main goal is to see gay people liberated”:
Gender Non-Conforming Women and Social Injustices
In July 2017, the hip-hop radio show The Breakfast Club sparked controversy when one
of the hosts, DJ Envy, asked a hypothetical question to their guest, comedian Lil Duval regarding
dating and sex with a woman who reveals she is transgender after dating for four months. The
comedian responded, “This might sound messed up and I don’t care, she dying. I can’t deal with
that… You manipulated me to believe in this thing. My mind, I’m gay now, there should be
some kind of repercussions for that if you do that to somebody. Until then, I’m going to have my
own repercussions. If one didn’t tell me, I’mma be so mad, I’d probably going to want to kill
them.”1 The comments from the comedian were met with laughs from the hosts, DJ Envy,
Charlamagne Tha God, and Angela Yee. The program usually advocates for the safety and
protection of black people, using their platform to champion the Black Lives Matter movement,
yet in this moment, these actions served to justify and further advocate for violence towards
transgender people, especially black women, who live in the very communities they say should
be protected from violence, or more specifically, police brutality. This response is classic toxic
masculinity, which has conditioned men and even boys to view violence as the solution to their
problems.
A week prior to the comedian’s appearance, Janet Mock, a black transgender woman,
was invited to the radio show by Yee, the only woman co-host, to discuss Mock’s book
Surpassing Certainty, which Yee chose for her book club. The backlash the show received was
rightfully geared towards the men. However, Yee’s silence speaks volumes. While Yee may not
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have agreed with the comments, her silence can be viewed as compliance. In that moment, Yee,
a cisgender woman, could have used her gender privilege to steer the conversation elsewhere.
Her silence gave permission to her male co-hosts to continue to normalize the violence towards
black women. For cisgender black women exclaiming, “Black Lives Matter” and “Say Her
Name,” that advocacy cannot come with asterisks. Calling to end violence towards black women
needs to encompass all black women, especially those who live and exist outside society’s ideas
of gendered beauty standards and performance as well as definitions of womanhood.
According to a report conducted by the Human Rights Campaign (HRC) and the Trans
People of Color Coalition, 2017 was the deadliest year for the transgender community.2 The
report found that eighty-four percent of victims were people of color, most of them were black.
Eighty percent were women. At the intersection of both of these categories, transgender black
women made up the majority of these numbers.3 Although black transgender women tend to be
targeted the most, black transgender women argue, “When we die, folks barely flinch,” and
because the violence towards them goes virtually ignored, they cannot help but to see themselves
with each name, story, and murder of black transgender women that take place stating, “We
personalize it because that could be us.”4 This is a moment where many are affirming their
identities and embracing erotic autonomy, yet this oftentimes comes with a deadly price.
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The 2015 United States Transgender Survey (USTS) found that while transgender
individuals all experienced multiple forms of oppression, transgender people of color, especially,
black transgender people, experienced deeper and broader forms of oppression.5 Amongst the
key findings were experiences with unemployment, homelessness, and poverty. Studying how
black bodies are policed, Angela Hattery and Earl Smith explain that discrimination at work
plays a crucial role in transgender individuals’ rates of unemployment, stating “they are more
likely to be fired from a job, and as a result they report higher rates of unemployment.”6 The
survey reported that fifty-one percent of black transgender women experienced homelessness at
some point in their life.7 Many described being kicked out of their apartment or being denied an
apartment due to being transgender. In his analysis of violence and discrimination towards queer
people, Doug Meyer posits, low-income transgender women often face harassment and violence
in homeless shelters “due to policies that divide residents based on birth sex rather than gender
identity” and to escape this treatment, some “chose to live on the streets.”8
Forty-four percent of transgender black women reported living in poverty. Black
transgender women’s experiences with unemployment and homelessness relegates them to find
work in the illegitimate economy like selling drugs and sex work to make a living, thus making
them vulnerable to sexually transmitted diseases, especially HIV/AIDS. The USTS documented
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that nineteen percent of black transgender women were living with HIV, which according to the
survey is sixty times the rate in the United States.9 Due to discrimination as well as financial
difficulties, the black respondents found it hard to get health care. Of the black respondents, 20
percent did not have coverage; this rate nearly doubles the rate in the United States population.
Historiography
In his work on violence in the United States, Richard Hofstadter writes, “what is
impressive to one who begins to learn about American violence is its extraordinary frequency, its
sheer commonplaces in our history, its persistence into very recent and contemporary times, and
its rather abrupt contrast with our pretensions.”10 When discussing the lives and experiences of
black transgender women, discussions of violence in the many ways it takes shape, cannot be
avoided. In our contemporary moment, there is sparse coverage in news media of the trials of
black transgender women. If one were to base their assumption on media coverage, one may
conclude that violence towards black transgender women has not been a problem in American
society. Yet the horrors perpetuated on transgender individuals reveal the culture of violence
embedded into American society and culture. The oppression of black transgender women reveal
how their intersecting identities along with multiple systemic oppressions, construct dangerous,
and oftentimes deadly, outcomes.
To grasp the lack of visibility of gender nonconforming black women in the discourse of
black history, it is important to understand the history of black women’s history with sexual
violence since it highlights the discriminatory stereotypes and disparaging distortions of black
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women that perpetuate crimes against them. Gillian Greensite writes, “The history of the rapecrisis movement in the United States is also a history of the struggle of African American women
against racism and sexism.”11 Beverly Guy-Sheftall posits, “The white imagination still traffics
in toxic racial and gender stereotypes.”12 Since white men cannot or will not police their
imaginations and black men cannot or will not police their hypermasculinity, black women have
been and continue to be subjected sexual violence. Darlene Clark Hine posits that one of the
most understudied themes in black women’s history is black women’s sexual vulnerability and
powerlessness.13
On the journey from dungeons to slave ships where African women were stored on the
quarter deck, black women’s commodification and subjection to sexual violence, the Middle
Passage laid the foundation for sexual relations among black women and white men as well as
shaped ideas of black womanhood where sexual violence against black women was not only
justified but accepted. Examining one hundred reports of attempted rapes and rapes in twentyeight Colonial newspapers published in nine colonies between 1728 and 1776, Sharon Block
found racialized discrepancies in reports of such accounts and incidents.14 In reports where black
men were the perpetrators, newspapers explicitly identified black men as rapists and focused on
their convictions and punishments, which were often executions. In contrast, white men were
rarely reported as rapists. Such racialized reports, Block argues, “produced and reflected
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racialized views of early American sexual violence,” laying the groundwork for ideas of black
and white sexuality in antebellum America.15 “The threat of enactment of sexual assault and
exploitation was a facet of everyday life for slave women in antebellum America,” argues Tiya
Miles.16 To succinctly sum up the sexual violence black women were subjected to during
Antebellum America, Renee Harrison describes the fields as places with “dried up remains of
vaginal blood and wasted semen” and the Big House as shared spaces of domestic and sexual
services.17
The Civil War exposed enslaved black women to a new set of men, soldiers. The
presence of Union troops made black women more susceptible to sexual violence as northern
white men’s attitudes reflected the pejorative misconceptions of black women’s sexualities and
bodies.18 Historians have found that during the war, black women were able to utilize the court
system in ways they were previously unable to. Maureen explores the intersections of rape, race,
and gender during the war, specifically the case of Harriet McKinley and Perry Person.19
Recounting her experience, McKinley discussed in detail what Private Pierson had done to her,
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in front of an all-white, all male jury. He was found guilty of rape and sentenced to one year of
hard labor and four months without pay. What makes this case groundbreaking is that there has
been “[n]o rape conviction against a white man… for raping an enslaved woman has been found
between at least 1700 and the Civil War.”20
During the Reconstruction era, black women remained in a state of vulnerability in regard
to sexual violence. John D’Emilio and Estelle Freedman explain that white men used sex to
“unleash their rage against freed slaves” as a way to “respond to the granting of political rights to
black men.”21 They highlight cases in Louisiana, Tennessee, and South Carolina where white
men broke into the homes of black women and/or threatened them with rape or committed the
act. Catherine Clinton explains that in the fall of 1868, Louisiana frequently recorded sex crimes
conducted by white men towards black women, with virtually no action taken, stating “the
patterns of racial violence and reprisals, echoes from the days of slavery continued after
emancipation.”22 As Reconstruction ended, a new era of racial segregation, along with a
continual reign of violence and terror from the Ku Klux Klan, known as Jim Crow, promoted
racial and gender ideas that justified and allowed black women to be “raped with impunity by
white men.”23
In the 1890s, wanting to assess, analyze, and eliminate black women’s multiple
oppressions, black women intellectuals and activists, like Ida B. Wells created the black
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women’s club movement. Wells wrote that in order to solve the problem of sexual violence and
lynching, white women would have to be the ones to decide to end it. In response to this call,
middle and upper-class white formed the Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of
Lynching (ASWPL) in 1930. Led by Jessie Daniel Ames, the ASWPL challenged the myth that
lynchings were carried out in defense of white womanhood. It sought to eradicate lynching
altogether.24 The women launched letter writing campaigns, interviewed authorities and
politicians to assess their attitudes towards lynchings, published these findings, voted as well as
confronted lynch mobs with the help and support of ministers and other community leaders. All
of these efforts helped to shift public opinion on how lynch mobs were viewed from heroes and
defenders of white womanhood to criminals and murderers.25 By 1940, an entire year passed
without a lynching occurring and two years later, many within ASWPL felt their work was done.
The struggle against sexual violence continued during the Civil Rights Movement.
Danielle McGuire and Jeanne Theoharis shake up the demure, respectable image of Rosa Parks
to accurately depict her as a militant, anti-rape advocate. Parks formed the Committee for Equal
Justice to investigate the 1944 rape of Recy Taylor, an Alabama woman, and to demand
prosecution for the six men who brutalized her. However, an all-white male jury decided not to
prosecute the men who not only raped her but justified their actions by calling her “a prostitute
and willing participant.”26 McGuire grounds Parks’s advocacy and activism within the long
struggle black women have with sexual violence, thus complicating how we understand and
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ultimately how we view the bus boycott in Montgomery.27 Theoharis adds to this discourse
examining Parks’ life, especially after the boycott to redefine black radicalism: “In the popular
imagination, black militants do not speak softly, dress conservatively, attend church regularly,
get nervous, or work behind the scenes.”28
The rise of the new right, conservatives who rose to prominence in the mid-to-late 20th
century, introduced coded language to illustrate perceived problems associated with black
women such as poverty. In the 1970s, during a campaign rally, Ronald Reagan, discussing
poverty, introduced the notion of the Welfare Queen, a figure he described as someone who
scams the government to receive obscene amounts of free benefits. The myth of the Welfare
Queen conjured up damaging depictions and definitions of black womanhood. Studying the
economic status of women, scholars have focused on the “feminization of poverty.” Linda
Burnham explains, “[t]he term was coined to call attention to the fact that women and their
dependent children are making up an increasing proportion of the U.S poor.”29 Rhonda Williams
studies housing inequality in Baltimore in the 1960s, demonstrating that while anti-poverty
programs provided necessary resources, black women used the resources to develop leadership
skills as they met with the National Tenants Organization and National Welfare Rights
Organization to articulate issues of substandard living, welfare resources, inadequate education,
and the lack of access to nutritional food.30
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Premilla Nadasen extensively discusses the National Welfare Rights Organization,
tracing its rise from the 1960s to when their doors closed in Washington in 1975.31 Nadasen
provides a brief insight into ADC before shifting her gaze to the 1950s and 1960s when the racial
politics of welfare became associated with black women. As welfare warriors, black women
pushed for reproductive justice, such as access to birth control, state-sponsored abortions, and the
choice to have children, thus challenging the myth of the welfare queen. Nadasen’s work further
analyzes the activism of black women domestic workers, connecting their organizing to the
larger black freedom struggle.32 Understanding this history lays the foundation for
understanding this particular history of black transgender women. Black women’s history of
sexual vulnerability and powerlessness provides a starting place for interrogating black
transgender women’s history to address issues of hypocrisy of how historically they have been
attacked as sexual predators legislatively, rhetorically, and physically while they simultaneously
faced high rates of oppression and crime such as murder and sexual violence. The lives of those
explored in this chapter reveal/uncover the long history of the types of violence and oppressions
black transgender women and gender nonconforming women of color have been subjected to and
it also underscores their resistance and responses to them.
Frances Thompson
The Reconstruction era and the birth of the Ku Klux Klan kept black women in a
perpetual state of vulnerability in regard to sexual violence, however, they continued to fight and
strive for sexual justice. This was evident during the three-day race riots that took place in
Memphis, Tennessee, from May 1-3, 1866. After the Civil War, the city’s black population

31

Premilla Nadasen, Welfare Warriors: The Welfare Rights Movement in the U.S (New York: Routledge, 2014).

32

Premilla Nadasen, Household Workers Unite: The Untold Story of African American Women who Built a
Movement (Boston: Beacon Press, 2015).

84

increased due to the presence of regiments of the United States Colored Troops and the
migration of freed blacks from surrounding Union camps. As their numbers increased, Black
Memphians created a community for themselves. The help from the Freedmen’s Bureau led to
the establishment of community and social institutions such as schools, churches, saloons, and
shops.33 This greater presence of blacks in Memphis generated racial, social, and political tension
among blacks and Irish immigrants who held a presence in the city since the 1840s.34 Following
the city’s 1865 election, Irishmen held most of the offices including the mayor’s office as well as
made up ninety percent of the police force.35 Irish police officers and black troops exhibited
“chronic bitterness” towards one another.36 Throughout the rest of the year, into the next,
tensions continued between the blacks and Irish immigrants. Black residents and troops accused
Irish officers of brutality, Irish officers resented black troops because they were allowed to arrest
whites, and white residents claimed black troops loitered, used crude language, and were
publicly intoxicated.37 While on the violent side, tensions were rarely fatal.38 However, these
simmering tensions exploded into a massacre. On April 30, 1866, the last of the black troops
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were discharged and celebrations turned into skirmishes with Irish officers.39 The next day, as
the celebrations continued, fights broke out again, this time, they became deadly when an officer
killed a black man.40 An officer called for the killing of “the God d---d niggers.”41 Taking these
words to heart, a mob was formed and over the next two days, a chaos ensued, people were
harmed and killed and buildings burned to the ground.42 The massacre came to an end on May 3
when military officials declared martial law. In the aftermath of the massacre, forty-eight people
were killed, only two of them were white, roughly eighty people were wounded, about 100
people were robbed, 107 homes, churches, and schools were ravaged, and five black women
were raped.43
On May 22, 1866, a Special Committee of the House of Representatives arrived in
Memphis to conduct an investigation of the massacre. In addition to details of destruction and
death, they found that at least five black women were raped: Rebecca Ann Bloom, Lucy Tibbs,
Harriet Armor, Lucy Smith, and Frances Thompson. The committee stated that these “fiends…
‘conquered their prejudices’ and proceeded to violate them under circumstances of the most
licentious brutality.”44 These women shared similar stories of their traumatic experiences. Men
broke into their homes, threatened them, and raped them. What sets Frances Thompson’s account
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apart from the others is that she may be the first gender nonconforming person to testify in front
of Congress, even though her cisgender gender was unknown at the time.
According to Thompson’s testimony delivered to three congressional figures in a room at
the Gayoso Hotel in downtown Memphis, she lived on Gayoso Street. She then provided
information regarding her profession, which included “sewing…washing and ironing, her former
status as an enslaved woman, and having to walk around on crutches due to “hav[ing] a cancer in
[her] foot.”45 After confirming being in Memphis during the riots, she recounted what happened
in her home. On the first night of the riots, seven men, two of whom were Irish policemen,
entered the home she shared with Smith, a sixteen-year-old girl. Upon entering the home, “they
said they must have supper,” so Thompson served them “some biscuits and strong coffee.”46
After filling their stomachs, they told the women, they needed one of them to fill their sexual
needs, to which Thompson responded, “we are not that sort of women,” and in turn one of the
men stated, “that didn’t make a damned bit of difference.”47 One of the men grabbed Thompson,
“hit [her] on the side of [her] face….[and] choked her.”48 While this was happening, Smith
attempted to escape out the window, but was “knocked down and choked.”49 Fed up with the
women’s refusal and resistance, the men withdrew their pistols, threatened to shoot them and
burn down their home if they did not allow themselves to be further violated, this time sexually.
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Thompson stated, “All seven of them violated us. Four of them had to do with me, and the rest
with Lucy.”50
The men were not yet finished with their harassment of the women. Thompson told the
Special Committee, “After they got through with us they just robbed the house. They
took the clothes out of my trunk and took one hundred dollars that I had in greenbacks
belonging to me, and two hundred dollars that belonged to a colored woman, that was left
with me to keep safe for her. They took three silk dresses of mine and right nice one of
Lucy’s. They put the things into two pillow slips and took them away.”51
According to Smith, the men also took quilts the women made for Union soldiers and told them,
“You niggers have a mighty liking for the damned Yankees, but we will kill you, and you will
have no liking for anyone then.”52 As a result of the sexual violence, Thompson testified that she
“was sick for two weeks” and had to “lay for three days with a hot, burning fever.”53 Due to
swelling of her neck, Smith did not speak for two weeks and was also bedridden for that amount
of time.
Although the men did not kill Thompson, the conservative print media attempted to finish
her off. After the massacre, she made news for being arrested for violating anti-cross-dressing
laws.54 This arrest coupled with her congressional testimony, drew the attention of papers from
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New York to Texas. Hannah Rosen, researching sexual violence in the postemancipation South,
found Memphis newspapers launching attacks against Thompson that were “designed to refute
charges of white southern brutality against African Americans.”55 The conservative press
positioned Thompson to undermine the testimonies of black women who had been raped. They
illustrated them as lustful and delusional liars for stating someone would sexually assault bodies
deemed undesirable and incapable of warranting sexual attention.
Ten years after the Memphis Massacre, The Pulaski Citizen sought to not only deny
Thompson’s womanhood, but the sexual violence she endured. On July 20, 1876, the newspaper
identified Thompson as “Auntie Crutchie” who had “gone about [Memphis] in female garb.”56
Thompson was arrested again and subjected to a medical examination. During this exam, a team
of doctors discovered that she was born a cisgender male. The four doctors also explained
Thompson using crutches not because of a cancer in her foot but due to her lower limbs being
“as crooked as a young dogwood tree or a ram’s horn.”57 The article continued to assassinate
Thompson’s character by describing her as “a low-minded criminal of the most revolting
character” and a “thick lipped, foul mouthed scamp.”58 This description of Thompson sought to
undermine the testimony she gave to Congress years prior. The article ended by questioning
Thompson’s testimony and further stripping away her womanhood stating, “It is just probably
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Mr. Thompson lied.”59 Rather than question the truth of Thompson’s testimony, questions should
be aimed towards the men who committed the sexual violence. For example, did it not matter to
the men who terrorized them to know that Thompson was a cisgender male? Or, in that moment,
did they use sex to punish Thompson for not being a woman? While the truth may never be
known, this Thompson’s narrative serves as a powerful example of how black transgender
women are made to feel that what happens to them is their fault. They are made to feel that
because they are black and transgender, they cannot be victims and are somehow deserving of
their trauma for deceiving others into thinking they fit into rigid notions of womanhood.
Since she failed to come up with fifty dollars to pay her fines, Thompson was sentenced
to work on a chain gang in male attire. Thompson’s presence drew a crowd of spectators, so she
was sent to lock up, where she “was subjected to further sexual violence at the hands of those
guarding her in jail.”60 After serving her terms, 100 days in jail, she moved to a cabin in North
Memphis, living alone. She was found by freed blacks who escorted her to a hospital where she
died of dysentery on November 1, 1876.61 According to the coroner’s report, Thompson was
indeed born a cisgender male and there were no “developments of a woman… nor anything that
could possibly be mistaken as any part of the identities of the female sex.”62 However, in a
newspaper story, she was described as a “hermaphrodite,” or an intersex individual. Thompson
herself had been adamant about being a woman, wearing “female attire since she was a child.”63
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Rosen posits that Thompson employed “social practices and community recognition for evidence
of her legitimate gender identity.”64 As Reconstruction ended, a new era of racial segregation,
along with a continual reign of violence and terror from the Ku Klux Klan promoted racial and
gender ideas that justified and allowed black women to be “raped with impunity by white
men.”65 As a black woman living as a gender nonconforming individual in the Reconstruction
south, Thompson’s experiences provides an early insight into the long history of black
transgender women’s experiences with sexual violence. It demonstrates that they are affected in
gendered and race-specific ways as social deviants and sexual predators. These stereotypes affect
and shape the ways in which authorities, the media, and general public interacted with and
treated them.
As this discussion moves from the late nineteenth century into the mid-twentieth century,
there are changes and continuities that have occurred. Rather than the legal system reaching out
to black transgender women and gender nonconforming women of color, these women fought
the system to be seen and heard. To do so, they had to employ radical tools of resistance such as
aggressive verbal communication and physical attacks as well as used performance and labor to
highlight social justice issues such as verbal and physical assaults on gender nonconforming
bodies, poverty, homelessness, imprisonment, and HIV/AIDS.What remained the same over time
was the resistance these women received from the media, the legal system, and society, all of
whom shunned, silenced, and ignored black transgender women and gender nonconforming
women of color. Perhaps the most important continuity is these women standing their ground in
defense of their personhood. They understood the importance of self-naming and erotic
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autonomy and the role they played in the liberation of black transgender women and gender
nonconforming women of color.
Marsha P. Johnson
Just over a century after Thompson’s traumatic experience with sexual violence and the
media’s response to it, Marsha P. Johnson was on the streets where she protested the numerous
gendered injustices against the black transgender body. She challenged the media and public to
look at the gendered injustices black transgender women have been subjected to. Since the early
twentieth century, the Christopher Street pier has been deemed a relatively safe haven where
individuals representing and expressing numerous gender identities as well as various sexual
orientations could socialize and exist. In the days following the 1992 June Gay Pride Parade in
New York City, Marsha P. Johnson’s body was discovered floating in the Hudson River near the
Christopher Street pier. The body “was bloated from the water, the legs so swollen that one
observer thought the corpse wore cement shoes. It seemed to have a large hole in the head. It
looked like the body of a woman”66 According to the Certificate of Death and an autopsy report,
Johnson’s death was ruled a suicide.67
Those who knew and loved her have vehemently denied this ruling, stating that she
would have never killed herself. On the evening of July 4th, 1992, a friend of hers, Kitty Rotolo,
recalled Johnson being picked up by four men in a car, even though she was warned not to.68
Someone by the name of Roger McFarlane recalled seeing Johnson at 4:00 am on the morning of
the 5th on 22nd Street, describing her as terrified as she was followed by two men, heading to the
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Hudson River.69 Although her death was ruled a suicide, possible homicide was circled on the
autopsy report since there was no evidence of physical assault on her body.70 The death of
Marsha P. Johnson left an indelible mark on the New York City queer community. For the larger
community and society at large, many asked: Who was Marsha P. Johnson?
Just days before her death, on June 26, 1992, Johnson sat down for an intimate interview,
offering information of growing up in New Jersey, working as a sex worker in New York City,
and her performing unconventional brand of drag. As a result, the documentary Pay it No Mind:
The Life and Times of Marsha P. Johnson was produced. Marsha P. Johnson was born Malcolm
Michaels at St. Elizabeth Hospital in Elizabeth, New Jersey on August 24, 1945.71 Growing up,
she wore dresses but decided to stop doing so for a while because the neighborhood boys would
try to have sex with her, which was against her will and challenged her beliefs about sex before
marriage. Opening up about her childhood experiences, she explained, “when I was young and
naïve was when I started wearing dresses, at five years old, and I stopped because the boys next
door used to try to and get fresh with me, try and have sex.” 72
Johnson grew up in a household with a mother who did not understand or approve of her
sexuality. Her mother would tell her, “You’re gay, you’re lower than a dog.”73 Johnson
explained that her mother never had any interest in trying to understand homosexuality. “All she
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knew was she’d see men in women’s and dresses… She never investigated. And her whole life,
she never wanted to know about my homosexuality,” Johnson stated.74 Feeling the need to break
free and breathe, literally and figuratively, Johnson moved out of her mother’s home and away
from Elizabeth City, New Jersey. She stated, “When I was 18 years old honey, my mother didn’t
have to show me the door. I had my high school diploma and that’s all I need. A bag full of
clothes…. I had just $15 for the bus to the Port Authority. I said if my mother can move out on
her own with nothing, $15 is certainly going to set me up in this world.”75 When she left her
mother’s house and the life she knew in Elizabeth City, she echoed the words of Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr. in his most well-known speech, “I Have a Dream,” Johnson exclaimed, “Free at
last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty! Free at last!”
Upon arriving in New York City in 1963, Johnson found herself in a world much
different than the one she grew up in. New York City emerged as a cultural epicenter for those
within the lesbian and gay community following the Second World War. New York City was a
place for those individuals seeking spaces to represent their gender identifications and express
their aesthetic and liberate themselves sexually. The 1940s and 1950s saw a queer cultural
renaissance as writers such as James Baldwin, Lorraine Hansberry, Tennessee Williams, and
Truman Capote introduced groundbreaking novels and other creative works to America’s
consciousness. During this time, the lifestyles and sexual proclivities of many known figures
were protected rather than closeted. In Gay New York, George Chauncey debunks the myth of
gay and lesbian history being closeted or hidden prior to World War II. He advises caution in
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using the term and urges awareness of the terms people in history employed to describe their
personal lives and the world in which they lived.76 Filmmaker Marlon Riggs argued, “‘the closet’
is not necessarily an apt metaphor for the place where black men who choose not to announce or
visibly articulate their (homo)sexuality in a public way find themselves.”77 To “come out” was
not a strategy to make sexuality visible to society. E. Patrick Johnson asserts that this notion of
private acceptance without public acknowledgement is a way to accommodate taboo sexuality
while still sustaining the veneer of southern religious morals.
During the 1950s, the nation’s first gay and lesbian organizations emerged. Founded in
1950 in Los Angeles by Harry Hay and seven other men, the Mattachine Society was established
to educate the masses about homosexuality and redefine the meaning of being gay; the New
York City chapter was established in 1955.78 The Daughters of Bilitis was founded in 1955 in
San Francisco by Phyllis Lyon and Del Martin to address lesbian issues; the New York City
chapter held its first meeting in 1957.79 The founding of the Mattachine Society and the
Daughters of Bilitis helped to create a movement where gays and lesbians demanded equal rights
and respect for those living and behaving outside normative gender and sexual expectations
while trying to assimilate into society by demonstrating that such individuals were respectable
citizens, thus performing respectable queerness.
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Adhering to respectability politics did not keep gay and lesbian individuals from
experiencing sexuality-based discrimination. Anti-gay rules set in place by the New York State
Liquor Authority (SLA) kept establishments from serving homosexuals. Cold War hysteria led
people to believe that “deviates” were threatening the security of the nation, so federal agencies
enacted ways to get rid of them. As a result of the “Lavender Scare,” numerous gays and lesbians
were fired from their jobs, faced housing discrimination, and arrested for public displays of
affection. Margot Canaday, studying the hysteria from the bottom-up, the perspective of those
federal employees who were fired, argues that top-legislation “constituted homosexuality in the
construction of a stratified citizenry.”80 As the government recognized homosexual behaviors,
legislators ruled against them in a move that constructed a homosexual identity as a “legal
category” as well as a political one.81 To avoid these discriminations, in 1962, Harold “Mackie”
Harris opened the Starlite Lounge on the corner of Bergen Street and Nostrand Avenue in Crown
Heights, Brooklyn. For the African American lesbian and gay community, for over forty years, it
served as a safe haven.82 On April 21, 1966, to challenge the SLA’s regulations, members of the
Mattachine Society, led by its president, Dick Leitsch, and vice president, Craig Rodwell, set out
to find a bar that would deny them service based on their sexuality, so they could protest by
holding a sit-in.83 After alerting the media regarding their plans, the members traveled to a bar on
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8th Street, which displayed a sign telling gays they were not welcome there. When the men
arrived, they were met with a reporter from the New York Times asking them about the
demonstration, to which the bar manager responded by closing the bar for the day, not wanting to
be a part of the demonstration.84 According to the New York Times, they traveled to two other
bars and were provided service.85 In a 2008 interview with NPR, Leitsch recalled the members
then going to Julius’ Bar on West 10th Street in Greenwich Village, which had been raided just
days prior.86 Since Julius’ was already on notice by local law enforcement, one of the bartenders
leaned over the bar and told them that their homosexuality would keep them from being served.
According to Leitsch, the case went to court where it was decided that people could peacefully
protest and that the SLA could not prohibit gays and lesbians from gathering in bars.87 However,
such a rule did not protect gay, lesbian, and gender nonconforming individuals from harassment
on the street or in city bars.
Living in New York City, Johnson quickly learned how to survive and negotiate the
streets. Like many other black transgender women, she engaged in sex work. “I got out there and
I saw, and I learned to go out with different men. I waited on tables, and I learned how to
survive.”88 A part of learning how to survive is learning how to hustle. Reflecting on her life as a
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hustler, she offered a glimpse into the dangerous life of a prostitute. “Honey, I was the biggest
hustler in New York City! I used to make like $125 an hour working up on Broadway. I was in
and out of those hotels like nobody’s business.89 One of those hotels was the Carter Hotel,
formerly the Dixie Hotel, on 42nd Street in Manhattan. Guests could rent a room by the hour,
allowing sex workers to frequently bring in customers, thus making more money. The guests that
Johnson brought in were trouble. On many occasions, Johnson stated, “I had so much trouble,
it’s a miracle I’m still alive. I’m still here! I mean, honey, people used to… bring guns.”90
Stonewall Veteran Martin Boyce explained, “By the late 60s, it was a very, very dangerous
period. I mean gays were beaten up just for wearing tennis sneakers. Never mind a wig… And
Marsha was the perfect target for some boys with nothing better to do.”91 Faced with issues on
the streets and in bars, Johnson and other members within the gay, lesbian, and gender
nonconforming community fought back in a way that cemented the Stonewall Rebellion in
America’s consciousness.
The Stonewall Inn was opened in March 1967 by Tony Lauria, also known as Fat Tony,
whose father was a part of the Mafia.92 It was not Lauria’s intent to support the lesbian and gay
community or provide them with a safe space to gather and socialize. Lauria and his partners’
priority was to make money, operating the bar as a private “bottle club, which allowed them to
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serve alcoholic beverages without a license.”93 Located on 53 Christopher Street in Greenwich
Village, the Stonewall Inn’s clientele was mostly gay men, with lesbians and drag queens later
becoming regulars. In an interview with Eric Marcus, Marsha Johnson explained that when
women were allowed in the bar, she was “one of the first drag queens to go to that place, then
they had these drag queens working there.”94 While police were cracking down and raiding many
bars for serving homosexual patrons, the Stonewall Inn managed to circumvent raids. In his
extensive research on the Stonewall Inn, historian David Carter found that the bar’s owners paid
the Sixth Precinct $1,200 each month, thus demonstrating the bar’s sizeable profits.95 However,
not all police officers could be paid off. Just two years after its opening, Inspector Seymour Pine
and Detective Charles Smythe were ordered to shut the place down. Ann Bausum maintains that
the reason for wanting to shut down the bar was not due to alcohol sales to homosexuals or
homosexuals occupying the space, rather to eliminate blackmail.96 Pine and Smythe were
informed that negotiable bonds were being sold in New York City’s financial district. More
interesting, many closeted gay men worked there. The Mafia also learned of the sexual
orientation of those selling the bonds. They blackmailed them knowing homosexuality could get
the men fired. For Pine and Smythe, gay bars in Greenwich Village looked to be the sources of
the bonds, so to crack down, they focused on eliminating blackmail. Over the course of three
weeks, five gay bars were raided.97 The first raid on the Stonewall Inn took place on Tuesday,
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June 24, 1969, when Pine, Smythe, and other officers arrested workers and seized alcohol from
the bar. The next day, the bar was open for business again. A second raid was planned.
On the evening of June 28, 1969, the Stonewall Inn, as usual, was filled with patrons
drinking one watered down drink after another. Folks on the dance floor grooved to the latest hits
under the dance lights. At approximately 1:20 am, with no warning, Pine and Smythe led several
other officers entered the bar to make arrests and seize alcohol. When bars are raided, patrons
who are not arrested usually flee the scene. However, on this night, the patrons gathered.98 While
police loaded their vans with those they placed under arrest, the growing crowd fought back with
bricks, bottles, fists, and words, sparking a series of demonstrations and protests in and around
the bar.99 Elizabeth Armstrong and Suzanna Crage posit that what makes the Stonewall
Rebellion so embedded in the nation’s collective memory is due to the political environment of
the time and place as well as activists deciding to commemorate these particular events with
international annual gay pride parades.100 The Stonewall Rebellion became the watershed
moment that effectively shifted the Homophile Movement into the more radical Gay Liberation
Movement, birthing organizations such as the Gay Activists Alliance (GAA) and the Gay
Liberation Front (GLF).
In recent years, as people recalled the events at Stonewall, many have credited Marsha P.
Johnson with throwing the first brick, fighting back against the cops who were raiding the
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establishment. Others, such as Miss Major Griffin-Gracy, another black transgender woman,
have denied this claim.101 Singling out one person erases the efforts of all who fought back that
night for the liberation of the LBGTQ+ community. Johnson discussed her whereabouts that
evening and her involvement with the rebellion, effectively shutting down rumors that she threw
the first brick while confirming her presence at the bar. According to Johnson, she was having a
party elsewhere. She states, “I was uptown and I didn’t get downtown until about two o’clock,
because when I got downtown the place was already on fire. And it was a raid already. The riots
had already started. And they said the police went in there and set the place on fire.”102 For
Johnson, it did not matter who threw the first bottle, brick, or punch. It did matter that she was
involved in the events.
In the years following the rebellion, New York City became known as Fear City due to
its high crime rates. Walking around Times Square, one would see the streets lined with
homeless people, drug dealers, and addicts, as well as prostitutes and pimps looking to make
money. Blocks away in Central Park, muggings and rapes were frequently, taking place with a
report here and there making national headline news.103 To capitalize and further the fear
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mongering, a police union, calling itself the Council of Public Safety, dissatisfied with mayor
Abraham Beame, circulated a pamphlet, “Welcome to Fear City.”104 During his tenure as mayor
(1974-1977), Beame implemented a plan to cut crucial programs and services to the city, such as
laying off over 10,000 police officers as a way to deal with the city’s financial issues.105 Using
statistics of crimes in the city (robberies, aggravated assault, larceny, and burglary), the unions
argue, that crime rates will rise once the mayor “discharges substantial numbers of firefighter
and law enforcement officers.”106 For Johnson, a shrinking police force did not justify the trouble
she faced as a sex worker.
On a number of occasions, Johnson was threatened by one of those men who felt that her
being a “boy in a dress” was grounds for punishment, as they believed that they were about to
hook up with a woman with female genitalia. She recalled, “Yeah honey, people used to come
and bring guns and pull guns out on me because they didn’t think I was… a boy in drag… And
when they get up in the hotel and I’d take off my clothes, they’d say, ‘I can’t believe you’re a
boy!’… Honey, I was just a transvestite.”107 Deciding that this was not the life she wanted to
live, Johnson stopped laboring as a sex worker. She defended her decision to do so saying, “I
don’t have to do the streets anymore because I decided, darling, that it wasn’t worth it. I never
ever had to do the streets in my whole life. I never had to have sex with anybody for money ever.
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I just only did it because I wanted to see if I could get away with it and I pretty much
succeeded.”108 While Johnson felt that she did not have to engage in sex work, it is a stark reality
for many black transgender women, especially if they are poor and/or living on the streets.
While her drag drew attention from those wanting to do her harm, she also captured the
attention of the New York City drag troupe Hot Peaches in the 1970s. This was not necessarily
shocking to her siblings, but her brother Robert Michael jokingly stated, “The only thing Marsha
could not do is sing.”109 Her performances with the troupe were crowd favorites, demonstrating
the effect she had on people as well as how loved she was. Regardless of her singing abilities,
she would take to the stage and sing a song or recite a poem, oftentimes with the audience
singing along and always with the audience clapping and cheering her on. Marlon Bailey
describes these bodies in performance spaces as “coperformative witnessing,” which “requires
one to perform and lend one’s own body and labor to the process involved in the cultural
formation under study, particularly when it involves a struggle for social justice.”110 During her
performances, she would tell the crowd about a cause she was raising money for necessary
resources for within the lesbian and gay community. Although drag queens’ performances are
meant to be campy and comedic, and their personas range from trampy street girls to pageant
queens to classy divas, Johnson’s style, persona, and performance did not fit into rigid
categories.
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People in the clubs and on the streets loved her brand of drag. Esther Newton posits drag
culture as a subculture within the gay community, noting the disparities between forms of drag
such as those who do it to make a living (labor), those who do it for sex (labor), and those who
do it for their own personal pleasure.111 Johnson’s personal style of drag was at the intersection
of these forms. She was a rule breaker, a rebel, and it was inspiring.
The rebellion at the Stonewall Inn raised Johnson’s consciousness and influenced her
activism within the Gay Liberation Movement. Her drag became political. While Johnson took
pride in her drag, she felt it was important that she identified as a transvestite, noting the
differences between the identities. In an interview with Voices of Gay Liberation, Johnson
described a drag queen as one who dresses up to attend drag balls, while a transvestite is
someone who lives in drag.112 She spent every waking moment in drag. A press report released
in 1974 on The First National TV.TS [Transvestite. Transsexual] Conference described those
who live their lives like Johnson as a radical drag, defining them as someone “who wears
women’s clothing in public, but does not hide the fact that he is a man.” Perhaps the most
important part of her name is her middle initial, P, which stands for “Pay it no mind.” When
people would ask questions regarding her gender and what name she wanted to be called, Marsha
or Malcolm, she would simply say, “pay it no mind.” The name Marsha P. Johnson was not just
a name, it was who she was, it embodied her views about living as you want without caring
about what others think.
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In addition to the dangers she faced as a sex worker, Johnson experienced numerous
nervous breakdowns.113 On one occasion, dressed as the Virgin Mary holding a Bible and a
candle, she attacked her friend Sylvia Rivera with the cross.114 After this incident and a host of
others, Johnson was arrested and locked up in Bellevue Hospital. Photographer Diana Davies
captured a photograph of Johnson outside Bellevue Hospital wearing a fur coat, holding a
cigarette in one hand and a “Power to the People” sign in the other, protesting the hospital’s
treatment of street people, gays, and lesbians.115 For instance, Chris Thompson went to Bellevue
for a treatment for asthma. Since she is transgender, black, and gay, she was sent to the
psychiatric wing where she was subjected to forced institutionalization, brutality, and selfharm.116 The lesbian and gay activists participating in this demonstration with Johnson
demanded “an end to the oppression of homosexuals and all people in Bellevue Psychiatric
Prison, the end of shock treatment, drugs, imprisonment, and metal poisoning” and “free medical
care, dental care, and preventative medicine under community control, including free abortions
controlled by community women with no forced abortions and no forced sterilization, without
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regard to age or obtaining permission from anybody.”117 The lesbian and gay community would
continue face the long tradition of discrimination from society as the 1980s ushered in an
epidemic that not only ravaged the community but changed the way society viewed it.
On June 5, 1981, the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) published its
weekly newsletter, Morbidity and Mortality, reporting that five gay men had been treated for a
rare pneumonia in Los Angeles.118 A month later, the New York Times published one of the first
major articles on a rare cancer, which displayed visible symptoms such as extreme weight loss
and skin lesions called Kaposi’s Sarcoma.119 By summer 1982, gay men flocked to clinics and
flooded doctor’s phone lines with growing concerns of this Gay-Related Immune Deficiency
(GRID) amid the increasing number of diagnoses and deaths from the virus.120 The New England
Journal of Medicine traced Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome (AIDS) in female sexual
partners.121 Finding the virus in women helped scientists understand that not only was this not a
gay disease. The disease spread from person to person, regardless of gender and sexual
orientation, thus “providing a missing link in the epidemiology of AIDS.”122 Since the outbreak,
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New York City led the nation with the highest rate of AIDS cases. However, in 1985, doctors
noticed a correlation between race, class, and AIDS. Belle Glade, Florida, a small, poor,
predominantly black town, saw the highest rate of AIDS with 1,500 cases per one million,
placing the small community on the world stage as the “AIDS capital of the world.”123 In
September that same year, President Reagan publicly mentioned AIDS for the first time during a
speech at the White House.124 By this time, about 36,000 Americans had been diagnosed and
approximately 20,000 had succumbed to the disease.125 Kenneth Clark writes, “Not since the
great plagues of 14th Century Europe has a single disease created more panic, hysteria and
political paranoia than AIDS.”126 On the evening of November 11, 1985, the major network
television station, NBC, premiered the film, An Early Frost, making it the first full-length feature
on the topic of AIDS on television, leading the way for numerous projects to follow on small and
big screens around the world.127
When Marsha P. Johnson sat down for an interview in 1992 for the Pay it No Mind
documentary, she revealed that she had been HIV positive for about two years and had been an
AIDS activist. Her intersecting identities black, poor, transgender, and queer quite possibly made
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her the most marginalized figure. Johnson’s diagnosis demonstrates how those most affected by
the virus tend to be the most disadvantaged based on race, class, gender, and sexual orientation.
These identities also shaped her participation in the organization, the AIDS Coalition to Unleash
Power (ACT UP). To direct attention to the AIDS epidemic from government officials, the
pharmaceutical industry, scientists, doctors, and society at large, ACT UP was founded in March
1987 at the Lesbian and Gay Community Center in Greenwich Village, growing out of the longer
history of gay rights activism. As the virus affected more and more people, activists found
themselves fighting insurance companies wanting applicants to be tested for AIDS as a
requirement for coverage.128 Larry Kramer, one of the founding members of ACT UP, spoke
about AIDS patients, complications, care, cost-effective at-home treatments. The insurance
companies refused to pay the costs associated with home care and outpatient treatment even
though it would be cheaper than hospital care.129 Having no means to pay for hospital treatments,
many, if possible, relied on family and friends to take care of them at home. Johnson often
served as a caretaker for numerous friends suffering from the disease, including a roommate who
died. According to her friend and roommate, Randy Wicker, Johnson acted as a nurse to his
boyfriend, David, changing linens and sitting with him until he died, which led to her having a
nervous breakdown.130
The intersection of Johnson’s identities reflects the challenges faced by the AIDS
movement. A few weeks within its initiation, ACT UP held its first demonstration. The members
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protested on Wall Street to demand the government speed up the approval of AIDS drugs.131
Responding to this outcry, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) sped up the approval time
for drug safety and effectiveness, from four years to two years.132 This helped ACT UP make a
strong impact in the movement, but the fight was far from over. The stigma of AIDS led to
individuals with HIV/AIDS to experience homelessness. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s,
individuals found problems with stable living arrangements due to misconceptions about the
disease and financial issues. In the early 1980s, the New York Times reported, “The problem of
housing for AIDS patients… has begun to concern the organizations and individuals who help
them, as social workers have had to place growing numbers of people with the illness in shelters
for the homeless, single-room occupancy hotels or other public accommodations.”133 Helen
Schietinger identified two factors leading to individuals with HIV/AIDS being homeless: “fear of
contagion” and “financial difficulties.”134 The fear of contagion led family members to kick
people with HIV/AIDS out of their homes, while those renting their own places, face eviction or
are harassed into moving out.135 Low-income people with HIV/AIDS faced challenges with
paying hospital bills and rent. The combination of HIV/AIDS, the stigma, and financial issues
led to homelessness. Schietinger posits that this issue is especially prevalent in urban areas,
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where people can be found sleeping in shelters and on the street, eating in soup kitchens and out
of garbage cans or dumpsters.136
HIV/AIDS disproportionately affects African-Americans revealing the tensions between
black gay and lesbian individuals and black leaders and institutions adhering to respectability
politics. Johnson gives a face to the fact that this is not inevitable. In the later 1980s, the
president of the National Urban League, John E. Jacob, explained that fears of racial backlash “is
one of the reasons the black community has been slow to address this issue, to put it on our
agenda.”137 Discussing the lack of a response from the black community, Cathy Cohen argues in
The Boundaries of Blackness that black political and civil rights leaders as well as black
institutions, specifically the black church, pushed black gay men and black lesbian women
outside the boundaries of care and “respectability” politics.138 This secondary marginalization
takes place when there are internal conflicts between members of marginalized groups, leading
to hierarchies and the power to police these communities. Cohen asserts, “The indigenous
construction and policing of group identity and membership serves as the site for local power
struggles”139 Black leaders not only constructed the meaning “blackness” through the concept of
respectability politics, but also constructed borders to withhold care from groups who were not
respectable and to provide care to those who were. Black communities thus denied critical
resources to sub-populations of already marginalized groups.
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Cohen argues there were three stages of black HIV/AIDS politics. The first stage took
place from 1980-1986, after the Center for Disease Control officially recognized AIDS. As a
response, black gay male activists worked within black communities, spreading the word,
educating people about the disease, and providing care to those afflicted. They also responded to
lack of attention from gay white communities and so developed advertising materials geared to
inform black communities about the disease. The second stage took place from 1987 to the mid
1990s. At the time, black organizations (churches, media, and civil rights) and social service
agencies became increasingly aware of HIV/AIDS. In 1992, the NAACP delivered five
HIV/AIDS recommendations at a Minority Health Summit; however, black institutions were
hesitant to mobilize against the disease. The third stage took place from the early 1990s to 1999,
as AIDS work became professionalized. In black communities, funding sources poured in,
allowing AIDS organizations to emerge, especially as women constituted larger numbers of
those afflicted. While black organizations, black elected officials, and black media outlets started
to do more for the cause, their efforts paled in comparison to the spread of the disease. During
these three stages, bisexual and gay black men, black lesbian women, and black injection drug
users were blamed, demonized, and ignored. Since drug use and homosexuality are not
respectable, they remain outside the boundaries of blackness.
In her final interview, Johnson was asked where she saw herself twenty years later. She
responded, “I’m not planning to live 20 more years. I don’t want 20 more years of this wonderful
life.”140 Days later her body was discovered in the Hudson River. Everyone who knew her
responded in different ways, including her friend and fellow transgender activist/advocate,
Sylvia Rivera. Rivera discussed the two potential circumstances of Johnson’s death, expressing
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anger about her possibly committing suicide stating, “Actually I was really pissed at her because
our pact was to cross the Jordan together. She would get angry with me when I tried to off
myself, so we made a pact. That’s why I find it hard to believe she committed suicide.”141 Yet
Rivera was in disbelief that someone would murder Johnson, who literally gave the clothes off
her back so that someone else did not have to go without.142
Sylvia Rivera
Although Johnson suppressed parts of herself during her youth because of teasing from
others, Sylvia Rivera refused to allow others behaviors to keep her from expressing herself the
way she saw fit. Whereas Johnson’s activism and political vision was influenced by the events at
Stonewall, Rivera’s were shaped by her upbringing and being on the streets from a young age
where she found a community of transgender people. As a street queen, Rivera’s activism
centered around ways to eradicate issues of systematic poverty and racism as well as police
harassment and brutality. She knew that if government officials were to address these issues,
transgender women of color would have to be at the center of these policies in order for them to
be effective.
Sylvia Rivera was born Ray Rivera on July 2, 1951 at 2:30 am in a taxi cab in the parking
lot of a hospital in New York to a Venezuelan mother and a dark-skinned Puerto Rican father.
Her mother later married another Puerto Rican man.143 Rivera’s Venezuelan grandmother hated
that her daughter married Puerto Rican men, especially Rivera’s cisgender father, who was dark-
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skinned, suggesting his African ancestry.144 Further, her grandmother, despite being Venezuelan,
hated that Rivera spoke Spanish, often expressing disdain when she heard the language pour
form Rivera’s lips. Her mother’s second marriage was tumultuous. Rivera’s step-father was a
drug dealer and abusive, threatening to kill his wife, Rivera, who was only three, and Rivera’s
sister.145 Unable to deal with the abuse and other issues in her life, Rivera’s mother mixed rat
poison in milk, giving some to Rivera before drinking it herself. According to Rivera’s
recollection, “She drank her poison, and I drank only part of what she gave me because I didn’t
like the taste of the milk.”146 This was the last time she saw her mother, who died three days later
in the hospital. Her grandmother revealed her mother’s deathbed confession, which was that she
wanted to kill Rivera because she knew her life would be hard and filled with struggles.
Since childhood, Rivera was effeminate. As early as nine years old, she wore makeup,
much to her grandmother’s disdain. Her mannerisms and expressions drew attention from boys,
who hurled homophobic slurs at her. A male cousin raped her at seven years old while
babysitting her. Rivera states, “He offered, and I accepted.”147 Rivera felt she had no choice as a
young boy growing up in a Spanish- speaking culture. To be gay is to be effeminate as
derogatory labels are automatically attached. As Nathan Svare explains, masculinity can oppress
men; and as a way to challenge or circumvent this oppression, Latin and Hispanic men perform
“higher levels of hypermasculinity” than white men.148 As an effeminate gay boy, Rivera did not
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perform masculinity. As a result, Rivera was vulnerable susceptible to sexual violence and
various forms of social injustices.
Learning how to hustle from an uncle, Rivera left home at the age of ten. Similar to
Johnson, she also navigated the dangerous and frightening streets of New York City, finding her
way to 42nd Street in Times Square. Rivera was taken in/adopted by street drag queens, who
engaged in sex work to make a living, bouncing from one house to another, seeking shelter.
Although she hated to perform this type of labor, it was necessary for survival. As a way to cope
with her situation or perhaps temporarily escape her reality, Rivera was hooked on drugs such as
heroin and alcohol, which reflected the emerging drug epidemic in the city at the time. As a
queer subculture fought for places and spaces in 1960s New York City, the city also contended
with a drug counterculture. Eric Schneider, looking to write an “urban history of heroin,” traces
the upsurge of the drug circulation following World War II.149 During the 1940s, heroin was the
drug of choice for jazz artists and beatniks who viewed it as a symbol of resistance in a “square”
mainstream society. Through the 1950s and into the 1960s, heroin use was prevalent amongst
marginalized groups in inner cities, hitting black and brown communities the hardest.
When Sylvia Rivera met Marsha P. Johnson, Rivera had been on the streets for about a
year, forming a bond that would help shape Rivera’s political activism. Johnson, six years older
than Rivera, became an older sister. Over the years, as the two traveled the streets of New York
City, they formed a “strong sistership,” looking out for one another.150 Just like her friend,
Rivera has also specified the scope of her involvement on the night of the Stonewall Rebellion.
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Whereas as Johnson spoke of being elsewhere when the riots started, Rivera, in “Bitch on
Wheels,” a speech she delivered in 2001 to the Lesbian and Gay Community Services Center,
mentions being in the bar when the lights flashed on and the police began raiding it.151 Instead of
leaving the bar, a usual action when the police show up, patrons went across the street. Rivera
states,
Part of history forgets, that as the cops are inside the bar, the confrontation started outside
by throwing change at the police. We started with the pennies, the nickels, the quarters,
and the dimes. “Here’s your payoff, you pigs! You fucking pigs! Get out of our faces.152
Comparable to Johnson, Rivera has been credited with an action that started the
resistance. Refuting these claims, Rivera explains, “I have been given the credit for throwing the
first Molotov cocktail by many historians, but I always like to correct it. I threw the second one, I
did not throw the first one!”153 Furthermore, she posits, credit for the rebellion does not solely
include gays and street queens. Also present were radical straight men and women “who knew
the struggle of the gay community and the trans community.”154
While the rebellion did not mark the beginning of gay, lesbian, and gender
nonconforming activism, it did inspire many to get involved in gay politics. Like many in the
community, Rivera was informed of issues, events, and organizations important to the
community through sources such as the Gay Power newspaper, especially since mainstream
media outlets and platforms did not cover this information or were inherently anti-gay. Tracy
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Baim, who explores gay and lesbian newspapers, magazines, media, and journalists from the late
19th century to the present day, demonstrates the rise and importance of lesbian and gay media in
the long fight for gay rights.155 The first gay political organization Rivera joined was the Gay
Activists Alliance (GAA), a conservative, assimilationist group, founded in New York City on
December 21, 1969.156 After seeing an advertisement, presumably in a gay publication, she
called the number listed and asked if they accepted drag queens. Upon hearing that they did,
Rivera attended the group’s first meeting where they were putting together their platform and
forming a mission statement. As a member of GAA, she joined the fight to pass New York’s first
Gay Rights Bill.157 Being in GAA made her feel as if she was a part of something that was going
to change the world. Using the Gay Power newspaper to inspire other transgender women to
join, she wrote a letter detailing plans to combat discrimination and police harassment, she
recalls:
Many of us were waiting for a group like GAA…the time and days are here and Gay
Activists Alliance is here to stay. We are here to stop all the discrimination and police
harassment and to change laws for the gays. We want the complete liberation of all
homosexuals…. So girls, don’t be afraid to come and see us. Because I want to let you all
know we are welcome here at GAA.158
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As Rivera immersed herself in the gay rights and liberation movement, she neglected her
own well-being. In an interview with Martin Duberman, she revealed that she lost her home, job,
and dog, finding herself homeless again at age nineteen in the Christopher Park in Greenwich
Village with a suitcase and shopping cart.159 While there, Bob Kohler, a member of the Gay
Liberation Front (GLF), came for her, pulling her from feelings of despair and loneliness after
the end of a long-term relationship. He informed her of a sit-in at New York University’s
Weinstein Hall staged by GLF; her spirits soared as she sighted friends, such as Marsha P.
Johnson, also attending the demonstration.160 In 1970, GLF took over Weinstein Hall to protest
the treatment of lesbian and gay students on campus after the university prohibited the renting of
spaces for queer events such as dances. Rivera explained that well-to-do families were “offended
that queers and dykes were having dances and their impressionable children were going to be
harmed.”161
The NYU demonstration was a critical point in the activism of Rivera and Johnson as it
marked the establishment of their group, the Street Transvestites Action Revolutionaries
(S.T.A.R) with Rivera serving as president and Johnson vice president. What makes STAR
unique is that it was founded by poor transgender women of color. It was apart from the whitemiddle class, queer, cisgender narrative that dominates not only Stonewall, but the entire history
of the gay, lesbian, and gender nonconforming community. It is arguably the first transgender
rights organization in the United States. STAR helped to establish a transgender identity apart
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from that image of a drag queen. as such it gave recognition to those existing outside normative
gender expressions and identities. Here, the participation of transgender women of color cannot
be disputed, challenged, or misplaced. Furthermore, interviews and essays by Rivera and
Johnson gives them the space to speak about themselves, the group, and its purpose. The
gathering and protesting of street queens inspired Rivera to form a house for street people,
especially since, according to Rivera, “there were so many of us living together.”162 Needing
space and money, organizations like GLF pitched in to help by hosting a fundraiser. STAR
members, Sylvia Rivera, Bubbles Rose Marie, Marsha P. Johnson, and Bambi L’Amour took the
money to the Mafia who rented a building to them. Rivera explains, “You can say anything about
the Mafia… but we needed them, they were there… And they got us a building for $300 a
month.”163 The building STAR was housed was on 213 East 2nd Street, a tenement located in the
East Village, owned by Mike Umbers.164 The tenement was a dilapidated building with unusable
toilets, rusty pipes, no heat, and in need of fresh paint. Rivera explained to Eric Marcus that the
gay liberation movement left them hanging. The only person to step in and help was Kohler, who
help to paint the walls and with the wiring.165 By this time, Rivera had severed ties with GAA.
The STAR house provided shelter, food, and clothing. To keep it operating, drag
mothers Rivera, Johnson, Marie, and L’Amour took to the streets, hustling and laboring as sex
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workers, often being picked up for prostitution; this was a way to also keep the youth they took
in off the streets. The youth they took in “would go out and rip off food.”166 STAR was built out
of frustration with the gay liberation movement such as GAA. GAA initially welcomed poor
gender nonconforming people as evident with its resolution “to reaffirm GAA’s support and
affection for its transvestite members.”167 But in time, GAA ignored their needs. STAR built on
the need to combat issues gender nonconforming youth and women of color faced including
poverty, homelessness, incarceration, lack of family, and isolation. These issues were built into
the mission and purpose of STAR. In an interview with transgender activist and author of
Transgender Warriors, Leslie Feinberg, Rivera described STAR as an organization “for street
gay people, the street homelessness people, and anybody that needed help at that time.”168 In an
interview about STAR with Arthur Bell of the Village Voice, Johnson stated “We want to see all
gay people have a chance, equal rights, as straight people in America. We don’t want to see gay
people picked up on the streets for things like loitering or having sex… Our main goal is to see
gay people liberated”169 As STAR opened in other places like Chicago, California, and England,
the group envisioned lofty goals. The ladies wanted to open a new, presumably larger, STAR
house, a 24-hour hotline for those in need, and a community center.170
Since its formation, STAR’s first public appearance was in support of the Young Lords, a
predominantly Puerto Rican liberation organization, formed in El Barrio (Spanish Harlem) in the
summer of 1969 to address the social, political, educational, and health needs of the community.

166

Feinberg, “‘I’m Glad I was in the Stonewall Riot’: An interview with Sylvia Rivera,” 13.

167

Marotta, The Politics of Homosexuality, 173.

168

Feinberg, “I’m Glad I was in the Stonewall Riot,” 12.

169

Bell, “Rapping with a Street Revolutionary,” 22.

170

Feinberg, “I’m Glad I was in the Stonewall Riot,” 12; Bell, “Rapping with a Street Revolutionary,” 29.

119

In the fall of 1970, the Young Lords held a demonstration in East Harlem to protest police
brutality.171 Darrel Enck-Wanzer posits that the participation of STAR is a demonstration of the
Young Lords’ flexible stance on gender.172 Returning to earlier remarks by Rivera regarding the
Latin community and hypermasculinity, Enck-Wanzer argues that the Young Lords went from
being a symbol of toxic masculinity to transforming into an organization that has come to
“represent an early example of both revolutionary gender politics and radical democratic politics
made possible through the opening of difference.”173
Despite her grandmother’s racist views of African Americans, Rivera’s heritage
influenced her fluid movements in and out of socio-political movements.174 Her involvement
with the Black Panther Party (BPP), led many within the transgender community to lay claim
that Rivera self-identified as Afro-Taino, drawing personal connections with freedom struggles
throughout the African and Latin diaspora.175 Her connection to the Black Power Movement
demonstrates a willingness of a historically homophobic organization to be open to collaboration
with the Gay Liberation Movement. In his 1968 autobiography, Soul on Ice, Eldridge Cleaver
wrote, “Homosexuality is a sickness, just as are baby-rape or wanting to become head of General
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Motors.”176 In August 1970, BPP cofounder Huey P. Newton wrote a letter in the organization’s
The Black Panther newspaper, “A Letter from Huey to the Revolutionary Brothers and Sisters
about the Women’s Liberation and Gay Liberation Movements.” In the letter, Newton
challenged the party to rethink and change how they thought and spoke about not only gays and
lesbians, but gender nonconforming individuals, stating, “Whatever your personal opinions and
your insecurities about homosexuality… we should try to unite with them in a revolutionary
fashion… we know that homosexuality is a fact that exists… a person should have the freedom
to use his body in whatever way he wants. We should be careful about using those terms that
might turn our friends off.”177 Scholar Alycee Lane maintains that “the historical significance of
Newton’s letter should not be underestimated” as “it was the first time any non-gay black
organization recognized the oppression of homophobia; connected that oppression to the plight
of black people; and attempted based on that connection to build coalitions openly with lesbians
and gay men.”178
In the interview with Feinberg, Rivera stated she met Newton at a convention in
Philadelphia hosted by the BPP, referring to this meeting as one of her “greatest experiences.”179
The meeting took place at the Revolutionary People’s Constitutional Convention, held in
Philadelphia from September 4-7, 1970, “to create a new Constitution that will guarantee and
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deliver to every American citizen the inviolable human rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness.”180 This meeting is a symbol of the coming together of two historically disconnected
and disjointed movements, the transgender power and black power movements. Details of the
depth of Rivera’s involvement with the larger Black Power movement are limited to her meeting
with Newton, her financial support of the BPP as a member of GLF, and the walls of STAR
House adorned with posters demanding the freedom of Angela Davis and “All Political
Prisoners.”181 While Newton called for an alliance between the black power and gay liberation
movements, it was more of a collaboration amongst these groups for resistance to oppressions
such as police brutality as well as securing financial means for the party. STAR mimicked the
BPP’s revolutionary rhetoric as a group who “believe[d] in picking up the gun, starting a
revolution, if necessary.”182 Additionally, STAR’s support of the Lower East Side community by
providing shelter, food, clothing, and childcare were revolutionary acts akin to the BPP
allocating such resources to their collective communities.
Rivera revealed her financial support for BPP, but did not mention if that same support
was reciprocated for the cash-strapped STAR house. This type of support from other gay
liberation organizations was paltry at best. In the fall of 1970, STAR planned its first dance and
asked GAA if it could borrow a stereo. GAA told them it was not a “rental business.”183
Financial struggles led to Rivera and the other ladies of STAR to be evicted from their tenement.
Although the rent of the building was $300, Umber allowed them to pay $200, delegating
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someone to collect the rent from Bubbles Rose Marie; Umbers evicted the ladies, citing that he
only received $198 over the course of three months.184 Bell visited the STAR House a couple
days after they received notice they were being evicted and Rivera told him that the ladies
offered to pay Umbers directly and he refused this arrangement.185 Before leaving the STAR
house for good, the ladies returned the place to the state it was in when they moved in by
undoing the work they did to make it livable and removing the refrigerator. Rivera stated,
“That’s the type of people we are; You fuck us over, we fuck you over right back.”186
The eviction marked the beginning of the end for the STAR House. Rivera explained,
“We died in 1973, the four-year anniversary of Stonewall.”187 In the years following, the gay
liberation movement looked to mimic its assimilationist origins as white gay and lesbian leaders
initiated queer politics, which prioritized middle and upper- class people. As the riots marked a
radical shift within the lesbian and gay movement, it also highlighted the tension between lesbian
activists and transgender activists, especially since the Homophile Movement was built on
representing images, behaviors, and identities that adhered to respectability politics. The
rebellion has been heralded as not only a watershed moment in the history of the lesbian and gay
movement, but the birth of the movement itself, arguably to the point of romanticization.
Duberman states, “Stonewall stands as that moment in time when gays and lesbians recognized
all at once their mistreatment and their solidarity.”188
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At the 1973 Christopher Street Liberation Day rally at Washington Square Park in New
York City, drag queens were prohibited from performing and speaking. Post-Stonewall radical
lesbian activists such as Jean O’Leary found transgender women offensive, due to them wearing
makeup and miniskirts, stating, “men dressing up as women to play out roles that men have
created to entice and seduce men, has nothing to do with being female.”189 Due to these attitudes,
transgender individuals were blocked from getting to the stage. As a result, Rivera had to
literally fight her way to the stage to speak. Finally reaching the stage, Rivera, barefoot, dressed
in a jumpsuit and a black and blonde wig, snatched the microphone away from gay rights activist
Vito Russo and faced the jeering crowd and yelled into the microphone,
Y’all better quiet down! I’ve been trying to get up here all day, for your gay brothers and
your gay sisters in jail! They’re writing me every motherfuckin’ week and ask for your
help, and you all don’t do a god damn thing for them. Have you ever been beaten up and
raped in jail? Now think about. They’ve been beaten up and raped, after they had to
spend much of their money in jail to get their self-home and try to get their sex change.
The women have tried to fight for their sex changes, or to become women of the
women’s liberation. And they write S.T.A.R, not the women’s group. They do not write
women. They do not write men. They write S.T.A.R, because we’re trying to do
something for them. I have been to jail. I have been raped and beaten many times, by
men, heterosexual men that do not belong in the homosexual shelter. But do you do
anything for them? No! You all tell me, go and hide my tail between my legs. I will no
longer put up with this shit. I have been beaten. I have had my nose broken. I have been
thrown in jail. I have lost my job. I have lost my apartment. For gay liberation, and you
all treat me this way? What the fuck’s wrong with you all? Think about that. I do not
believe in a revolution, but you all do. I believe in the gay power. I believe in us getting
our rights or else I would not be out there fighting for our rights… The people who are
trying to do something for all of us and not men and women that belong to a white,
middle-class, white club. And that’s what y’all belong to.190

189

Rivera, “Bitch on Wheels, 36; Duberman, Stonewall, 238.

190

“Y’all Better Quiet Down: Sylvia Rivera’s Speech at the 1973 Liberation Day Rally,” in Street Transvestites
Action Revolutionaries: Survival, Revolt, and Queer Antagonist Struggle, 30-31; Transgender Films, “1973- Sylvia
Rivera- Transgender Revolutionary- Y’all Better Quiet Down,” YouTube Video, 4:02, September 26, 2017,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=laVmwv9SvOc&t=2s

124

By the time Rivera finished her speech, many of the jeers turned into cheers. She
screamed an affirmation, call and response style, spelling out Gay Power. Following Rivera’s
speech, Russo introduced the next speaker, O’Leary, whose speech was full of vitriol towards
drag queens and transvestites. O’Leary said, “It’s times like this that I find it very hard to be gay
and proud because there’s another side of me that’s a woman. And I’m insulted by this mockery
and these costumes up here by these people. This is what the word ‘aghast’ was made for.”191
The speech drew a chorus of boos, which drew out the sound of O’Leary’s voice, causing Russo
to take to the mic and yell to the crowd, “Listen to her! You listened to everybody else! Listen!
That’s the least we can do for each other!”192 O’Leary finished her speech invalidating Rivera’s
gender expression and identity by reducing her to a “man caus[ing] a ruckus.” The next speaker,
Lee Brewster, a drag queen, was dressed in a tiara and a gown, most likely her own creation, as
she designed and sold her clothing in her boutique in Greenwich Village. Rivera recalled
Brewster throwing her tiara to the crowd, exclaiming, “Fuck gay liberation!”193 She told the
crowd, “You go to bars because of what drag queens did for you and you let these bitches tell us
we’re offensive? We gave you your pride!”194 She, too, was met with a mixture of support and
opposition. Rivera cites Brewster as the person who mostly funded the first Gay Pride March in
1970.
O’Leary’s condemnation reveal the fractured state of a movement historically viewed as
a community. It also helped to erase the presence and resistance of transgender women of color
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on the night of the Stonewall Rebellion. The events of the march, as well as being evicted from
the STAR House, deeply affected Rivera. She moved to Tarrytown, New York, from the late
1970s to the early 1990s. In 1986, the New York City Council passed the Gay Rights Bill, which
Rivera had fought for. But the bill excluded protections for transgender people regarding
employment opportunities.195 On December 9, 1989, Eric Marcus interviewed Rivera at the
apartment she shared with her boyfriend.196 The 1992 death of her friend Marsha P. Johnson
drew her back to New York. She explained, “When I got that telegram that Marsha died, a part
of me went with her because one of our pacts was that we would always cross the River Jordan
together. And to me, this is the River Jordan. The Hudson River.”197 By 1995, Rivera was
homeless and living on an abandoned pier along the Hudson River. She was also drinking
heavily. Around that time, the police conducted one of many sweeps of the pier, to which Rivera
responded, “A sweep. Like we’re trash.”198 The sweep was done to pave lanes for traffic, biking,
running, and skating.199
In 1996, Rivera was living at the Transy House in Brooklyn. The STAR House served as
a model for Transy House. Founded by Rusty Mae Moore and Chelsea Goodwin, during the
summer of 1994, Transy House housed transgender individuals, especially those who had aged
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out of the foster care system.200 The occupants either pay $50 a week or work around the
house.201
On June 25, 2000, Rivera traveled to Rome, Italy, for the World Gay Pride Parade to
address hundreds of thousands of people, stating, “I didn’t think 31 years ago that I would have
so many children, but I’m proud to have liberated you.” She received an overwhelming show of
support.202 In 2000, Rivera worked at the Metropolitan Community Church (MCC) of New York
as the food pantry coordinator and food preparation. At MCC, STAR was revived in response to
the murder of transgender sex worker Amanda Milan in New York City in June 2000.203 She
revived STAR, changing to the “T” from transvestite to transgender; STAR was officially up and
running again in January 2001. The following year, the organization was laid to rest along with
Rivera. Sylvia Rivera died of liver cancer due to alcoholism on February 2, 2002, at Saint
Vincent’s Manhattan Hospital.204 A few months following her death, the Sexual Orientation
Non-Discrimination Act (SONDA) was passed by the New York State Legislature and signed
into law by the Governor in December.205 After three decades, the bill Rivera fought so hard for
is now law. In August of that same year, Dean Spade, a white transgender activist, founded the
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Sylvia Rivera Law Project in New York City to address poverty and mass incarceration, issues
disproportionately affecting transgender communities of color.206 In 2014, she became the first
transgender person to be featured in the National Portrait Gallery at the Smithsonian Institution
as a part of “Struggle for Justice” exhibition.207 Tributes like these solidify Rivera’s role and
work within the movement and carries her legacy on as the struggle for transgender rights
continues. Sylvia Rivera spent her life combatting different types of violence and oppressions
such as sexual and physical violence, homelessness and poverty, mass incarceration, and
HIV/AIDS. Her legacy is cemented in her resistance to these forms of violence by verbally and
physically confronting police brutality and her involvement in social movements where she
organized and mobilized her community against discrimination. Her resistance is grounded in
her commitment to taking care of her community as evident in her co-founding S.T.A.R with
Marsha P. Johnson, which provided housing and resources to poor queer youth. The building of
relationships and solidarity with the black power movement was a way for her to resist divisions
among the gay and lesbian movement and the Black Power Movement. She built on the legacy
of nineteenth century journalists by using the written word and delivering speeches that
highlighted her ideas of liberation, which emphasized dismantling the systems and institutions
that encouraged and allowed violence and oppressions to plague black transgender women and
gender nonconforming women of color for a long time.
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Chapter Three
“People are forgetting that these are women housed in a men’s prison”:
Gender Nonconformists and Imprisonment
In July 2017, a letter from the Franklin Correctional Facility written by Eyricka King
made its way to social media. The letter, as well as a series of videos by her mother, Kelly
Harrison, posted to the “Justice for Eyricka” Instagram page, revealed King’s experiences
while incarcerated. It demonstrated black transgender women’s subjection to police brutality
within the criminal justice system, as well as the dangers of being placed in men’s prisons. In
the four-page letter, King stated that this was her fourth attempt to write, but the first three
were returned to her, shredded into pieces. She opened the letter by pleading for help: “They
are trying to kill me… I think I might die in here please help me.”1 King discussed how she
rejected sexual advances from other inmates. When she reported the incident to correctional
officers, she was moved to another dorm, only to be threatened again. She then asked a
correctional officer to call in a sergeant. Three arrived, hurling homophobic and transphobic
comments towards her while slamm[ing] her face into “a brick wall… so hard my right
breast implant swelled up extra big and… bruised” before they “threw me in the back of the
van beat up and still cuffed and drove me to the box and stripped me naked… denying me
medical treatment.”2 As studies conducted by NCTE have shown black transgender women
are disproportionately affected by sexual and police violence. The officers’ use of excessive

1

Justice for Eyricka, “Letter from Eyricka King,” Instagram, July 13, 2017, Date accessed August 31, 2017,
https://www.instagram.com/p/BWeXjmXg0Kj/?hl=en&taken-by=justiceforeyricka
2

Justice for Eyricka, “Letter from Eyricka King,” Instagram, July 13, 2017, Date accessed August 31, 2017,
https://www.instagram.com/p/BWeXjmXg0Kj/?hl=en&taken-by=justiceforeyricka

129

force towards King violates the Eighth Amendment to the Constitution, which stipulates that
cruel and unusual punishment should not be inflicted.3
The volunteer organization, Freedom to Live (F2L), has been “doing support work for
queer and trans people of color facing time in the New York State prison system.”4 On July
14, 2017, F2L posted to their Facebook page that four days prior, the Department of
Corrections and Community Supervision (DOCCS) interviewed King, medically evaluated
her, and were in the process of investigating her case; King was also provided counsel by the
Legal Aid Society.5 At the time, King was temporarily held at Downstate Correctional with
the possibility of being moved back to Franklin Correctional and quite possibly placed back
in solitary confinement. In 2015, Black and Pink reported that eighty-five percent of
transgender respondents were placed in solitary confinement at some point during their time
served.6 The report also shows that 76% of transgender women are placed in solitary
confinement or “protective custody” when they experienced violence to separate them from
abusive inmates.7 While serving her prison term, King told INTO that she wanted to raise
awareness of transgender women’s plight in prison, saying, “You are subject to being
targeted by officers and inmates. You are an outcast. You won’t get the proper medical
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treatment you need. They just look at us like we’re regular men. They call us men and they
make sure we remember we are men. This is not a place for a trans woman or anyone, ever.”8
On December 16, 2017, Instagram post, Eyricka King was released from prison.9 Her ordeal
in prison highlights how black transgender women are retaliated against for their intersecting
identities in prison. The exploration of black transgender and gender nonconforming women
in prison reveals the ways in which rigid notions of gender were suspended within prison
walls. It also a long history of being imprisoned as men and abused as women at the hands of
other prisoners and especially prison officials.
This chapter seeks to present various experiences of gender nonconforming individuals
and their experiences with imprisonment, from where they were imprisoned, the institutions,
to the landscape and environment. I argue that binary prison studies have upheld the
marginalization and even the erasure of gender nonconforming individuals. The gender
nonconforming individuals discussed in this chapter have been incarcerated in men’s jails
and prisons debunking the notion that all people in men’s jails and prisons are cisgender men.
Assuming otherwise subjects gender nonconforming individuals to gender identifiers placed
on them by institutional powers, thus taking away their autonomy in self-identification.
Additionally, within these gendered spaces, their experiences as genderqueer individuals are
ignored. An inclusive race, class, and labor framework is necessary for gender
nonconforming people in prison work and organizing.

8

Matthew Rodriguez, “Eyricka King Has Been Released from Solitary Confinement After Mistreatment Goes
Viral,” INTO August 10, 2017, https://intomore.com/impact/locked-down-trans-inmate-eyricka-kings-fight-forjustice/58980365b2634fa3
9

Justice for Eyricka, “Eyricka is Coming Home,” Instagram December 16, 2017, Date Accessed January 4, 2018,
https://www.instagram.com/p/Bcxk0pnnI1y/?hl=en&taken-by=justiceforeyricka

131

A History of Prisons in the United States
For decades, scholars have studied the history of punishment and prisons in America,
tracing it from “the general practice of cannibalism” to the issue of mass incarceration in the
present moment, focusing on the overwhelming presence of African Americans.10 This
overrepresentation of African Americans in prisons led scholars to interrogate the impact of
race on the criminal justice system. Focusing on early America, Leslie Patrick-Stamp
demonstrates that the disproportionate imprisonment of blacks in today’s prisons can be
traced back to the nation’s first prison, Walnut Street Jail.11 Michelle Alexander’s
groundbreaking work, The New Jim Crow, scrutinizes race and incarceration through the lens
of the War on Drugs, a policy that single-handedly sky-rocketed black representation in
prison, inflating the prison population from 300,000 to over two million, making the U.S the
nation with the highest rate of incarceration.12 James Forman Jr. enters the conversation
arguing that black leaders responded to the increase of crime in black neighborhoods by
supporting “tough-on-crime measures” from the 1960s through the 1980s.13 These tough-oncrime efforts were a part of a larger package of social programs that included housing, jobs,
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and schools. He concludes that blacks did not get these programs, just crime laws during the
Reagan administration.
Despite Michel Foucault’s most critical texts on the prison system, researchers have
pointed out that Foucault does little with how race and gender play critical roles in power and
punishment.14 Scholars concentrating on race and the carceral state point to the lack of
attention given to black women. In Are Prisons Obsolete?, Angela Davis stressed how
disregarded black women are in the criminal justice system, posing a call to action for
scholars to “recognize that the deeply gendered character of punishment both reflects and
further entrenches the structure of larger society.”15 She demonstrates that race and gender
are central to understanding state punishment. Within the last several years, scholars have
answered this call, offering a different approach to the history of the carceral state. Beth
Richie’s Arrested Justice brings attention to black women’s plight with the prison nation,
which systematically underserves and criminalizes them; this view of black women in the
prison nation is a dramatically different view than from traditional depictions, which show
them as visitors to incarcerated black men.16 Talitha LeFlouria’s Chained in Silence analyzes
black women in Georgia’s convict system, post-emancipation to 1910, challenging the notion
that their labor was restricted to domestic servitude or field labor by demonstrating a
complexity of duties from skilled to hard labor for felons serving longer sentences.17
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LeFlouria argues that the presence of black women in the prison system helped to modernize
the south and their presence also found them experiencing “captivity in uniquely gendered
ways,” especially since carceral spheres were ridden with sexual violence, illness, infection,
and fatality, making abuses virtually inescapable.18
The trials, tribulations, reform, and rhetoric of the Black Freedom Struggle influenced the
anti-prison movement. Political dissidents and prisoners like Angela Davis and Mumia AbuJamal contributed critical organizing, activism, and writings. Dan Berger’s Captive Nation
highlights one of America’s paradoxes, “the coexistence of the mutually exclusive categories
of freedom and racism, democracy and confinement.”19 Focusing on notable political
dissidents like Davis whose communities and lives have been greatly affected by mass
incarceration, Berger reveals prison as a space of liberation as a personal transformation.
Also spotlighting the writings of Black Power activists, Lisa Corrigan’s Prison Power
demonstrates “how prison became the critical space for the transformation from civil rights
to Black Power.”20
Complicating gender within the discourse of mass incarceration, scholars trace the impact
of prison on gender non-conforming individuals, thus challenging the mainstream queer
movement’s focus on marriage rights. Julia Sudbury’s “Maroon Abolitionists” concentrates
on the anti-prison movement from the perspectives of cisgender black women as well as
transgender black women whose bodies are at greater risk of being targeted if they have not

18

LeFlouria, Chained in Silence, 64.

19

Dan Berger, Captive Nation: Black Prison Organizing in the Civil Rights Era (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 2014), xiv.
20

Lisa Corrigan, Prison Power: How Prison Influenced the Movement for Black Liberation (Jackson, Mississippi:
University Press of Mississippi, 2016), 4.

134

had gender confirmation surgery.21 Captive Genders, a pioneering collection of essays edited
by Eric Stanley and Nat Smith, investigates the intersection of queer/trans liberation and
prison abolition, arguing for the larger queer liberation movement to join the fight against
mass incarceration instead of marriage equality, military inclusion, and even tougher hate
crime laws.22
Sister Kate
The experiences of Sister Kate, a black gender nonconforming prisoner at San Quentin
demonstrates how gender nonconforming performers shatters the assumption that prisoners in
men’s prisons are required to maintain a hypermasculine image. In 1848, California lacked a
legal system, making this and surrounding areas, including San Francisco, vulnerable to “a
criminal gang calling themselves the Hounds.”23 Seeking a solution for criminals, San Francisco,
a frontier town as well as an entry port for gold diggers, used empty ships to function as floating
prisons to house prisoners.24 The first prison in the West, The Waban, a ship anchored in the San
Francisco Bay, opened in 1851.25 The prison was not to exceed fifty prisoners at any given time.
This, however, proved difficult as the prison population grew to hundreds of inmates. A booming
prison population brought fears of uprisings, violence, and escape. In order to maintain control,
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prisoners were “reformed” through floggings, straitjackets, gas attacks, “derrick,” and the
“ladder.”26 Furthermore, to curb such fears, prisoners were prohibited from leaving their cells for
work and meals during foggy weather.27
James A. Johnston, the chairman of California’s state Board of Control, shared his ideas
of improving prison conditions and the wellbeing of prisoners with Governor Hiram Johnson.
Shortly afterwards, Governor Johnson and the boards of directors to appointed Johnston as the
warden of San Quentin in November 1913. During his stay at San Quentin, Johnston made a
couple of changes to upgrade the prison and change the way the prisoners interacted with one
another. He did away with the coal-oil lamps to bring electricity to the prison. However, the most
innovative change was inspired by his involvement with the San Francisco Olympic Club.
The San Francisco Olympic Club was established on May 6, 1860, making it the oldest
athletic club in the United States.28 As the athletic club grew to include other athletes such as
boxers, runners, and swimmers, so did the need for a space to accommodate the members. As a
member of the club, Johnston came up with the idea to bring Olympic style events to the prison
sponsored by the Olympic Club, referred to as the Little Olympics, beginning in 1913. For one
day, usually on a holiday such as Thanksgiving or Admission Day, a legal holiday to celebrate
California being admitted into the Union, prison rules were suspended, as San Quentin was
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transformed into an entertainment complex to break up the monotony of prison life.29 Reflecting
on his time at Folsom and San Quentin in his memoir, Prison Life is Different, Johnston wrote of
the Little Olympics,
“Thanksgiving is a great day at San Quentin. Besides more ‘eats’ it brings a field meet
with lots of fun and frolic. Annually on this day, members of the San Francisco Olympic
Club arrange and manage a field meet for the prisoners. The inmates are the participants
in the games and sports, and the Olympians act as referees, timers, starters, and judges…
About four hundred prisoners take part in the main events. Another hundred put on the
specials. Several thousand stand back of the roped oval and release long pent-up feelings
by howling themselves hoarse for their favorites.”30
The several thousand spectators watch their fellow inmates participate in various track and field
events like relay races, hurdling, and obstacle courses; pie-eating contests; wheelbarrow races;
tug-of-war; and a baseball game, which drew the participation of professional players from
various major league teams across the nation.
The introduction of vaudeville performances within prison walls brought a new event to
the Little Olympics. Johnston invited celebrated vaudeville performers to San Quentin because
“theatrical folks are generally sympathetic with people in trouble” as a way to break up prison
monotony.31 On New Year’s Day in 1914 or 1915, Sid Grauman, manager of the Empress
Theatre, put on a vaudeville show for the inmates at San Quentin, making it the prison’s first
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vaudeville show.32 For the excitement of the day, prisoners shed their dreary prison striped
uniforms for plain-colored clothing, which changed their appearance and facial expressions from
“2,000 men on the ‘inside’ [to] 2,000 men enjoying a good show on the outside.”33 To keep male
and female prisoners completely separated, women were prohibited from attending the events
even though women were imprisoned at San Quentin at the time.34
Johnston left San Quentin in November 1924, leaving behind the tradition of annual
events at the prison, which included vaudeville and chorus line performances from gender
nonconforming individuals. Ethan Blue posits that the athletic events on the Little Olympics, as
opposed to any other day in prison, was where “men’s bodies displayed a gamut of
masculinities… from lithe, muscular, (and barely clothed) tumblers to effeminate and slender
queens… Set in motion for competition and pleasure, their bodies communicated their skill,
speed, agility, and associated erotics.”35 Men in drag performed vaudeville acts. Photographs
from the 1925 and 1933 events identified one such performer as Sister Kate, an African
American prisoner at San Quentin. Perhaps due to this prisoner’s effeminate behavior and
mannerism, the moniker was attached. Warden Johnston wrote, “Negroes in prison do a lot
clowning. They naturally get nicknames tacked on them.”36
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Sister Kate performed proudly, displaying her lithe, muscular figure in two-piece outfits
and long dresses. On her head were medium-length tresses, presumably a wig, sometimes pulled
back, sometimes pulled up into a ponytail, and sometimes down in flowing waves brushing
muscular shoulders. Her dark, unblemished skin was absent of makeup except for dark-colored
lipstick. Within the prison walls, the beauty aesthetic of Sister Kate resembles the beauty
standards of black American women entertainers, specifically actresses and chorus girls during
the early twentieth century, most notably those with darker tones such as Josephine Baker.
Susannah Walker explains “black female celebrities were important representatives of African
American attractiveness in an era when mainstream American culture rarely recognized darker
shades of beauty.”37
In a series of photographs, Sister Kate poses in front of an immaculately dressed black
man (assumedly a prisoner) wearing slacks, a suit coat, a tie, and a boat hat.38 His style and dress
emulate the ideal image of black manhood articulated by individuals such as Alain Locke. The
presence of Sister Kate and the gentleman offers differing racial and gender representations and
expectations. While many adhere to fixed cisgender constructions of racialized gender
expectations and representations, events such as the Little Olympics prove that within the prison
environment, ideas and performances of manhood were less rigid than in the outside world
As the photographs depict, Sister Kate danced, jumped, and did the splits as well as posed
with judges, thus demonstrating her popularity among her fellow inmates and authorities. Based
on Sister Kate’s queer gender expression, she may have also participated in San Quentin’s
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Jocker’s Ball. In 1925, on Sunday mornings, the prison’s band would provide music for the ball
made up of jockers (aggressive, masculine homosexuals) and queens (feminine homosexuals).39
The Jocker’s Ball was written about in the February 4, 1972, issue of San Quentin News.40 As the
band played, sixty-one “jockers and queens waltzed and foxtrotted under the 300 foot iron roof
of the Big Yard.”41 The ball was remembered by a guard as a place where “[y]ou either danced
with your girl or she found someone else who would. It was the damnedest sight I’ve ever
seen.”42 The Jocker’s Ball provided a safe space for homosexual and genderqueer individuals to
gather within a homosocial environment. Further, the ball demonstrated another way in which
such individuals could create their own art forms and culture within prison walls. Historian
Martha Jones writes that in the larger society, African Americans “self-consciously wrestled with
the meanings of manhood.”43 In Criminal Intimacies, Regina Kunzel examines intimacy and sex
in U.S prisons arguing that prison destabilizes normative concepts of sexuality, asserting that
sexual behaviors and acts do not necessarily shape sexual identity.44 Prison allowed room to
construct their own versions and meanings of masculinities, femininities, gender expressions,
and representations.
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As interesting as the Jocker’s Ball is, the downside is that the event was chronicled and
reminisced by those outside of it. The article in San Quentin News described the ball as a “weird
social function,” a description a participant might refrain from using.45 In addition, the
newspaper likely excluded genderqueer and homosexual individuals from writing pieces for the
paper. When this issue of the prison’s paper was published, prisons around the nation had
established inmate-run papers, following the tradition of prison journalism. In the 1880s, prison
journalism began with progressive prison reformers who called for prisons to function as
rehabilitation centers as opposed to places holding prisoners for punishment.46 During the 1920s,
San Quentin published Wall City News asserting it as “the only newspaper in the world published
within the walls of a prison.”47
While Sister Kate’s lithe muscular physique and gender representation and performance
may not have been an issue for many within and even outside of the prison. San Quentin’s chief
surgeon, Dr. Leo Stanley, a eugenicist, believed that a man’s proclivity for crime could be seen
in his abnormalities and diseases within the body. In other words, if he could fix or cure these
signs of criminal behavior, a man could live free of crime. His opinions about these captive
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specimens is made evident in his memoirs, Men at their Worst, stating, “The proper thing to do
with a criminal is to sterilize him so he will not reproduce his kind.”48
Events such as the Little Olympics and the Jocker’s Ball shifted Stanley’s attention to
homosexuality and gender. He viewed these categories as a “threat to proper families and healthy
reproduction.”49 According to Blue, Stanley specifically focused on homosexual men “whom he
likened to child abusers as perverts and sexual deviants” and “recidivist pervert[s].”50 Following
Stanley’s line of reason, prisoners like Sister Kate were prime candidates for sterilization. In
1935, Stanley posted a note about the increased sexual pleasure of sterilization in order to get
prisoners to volunteer for the procedure. Blue found that none of the black prisoners volunteered
in 1936, attributing this to their understandings of the long history of “experimental abuse and
exploitation of African Americans”; by 1940, the doctor had sterilized approximately 600
prisoners.51 There is no telling whether Sister Kate underwent sterilization or any other medical
procedure. After the photographs of the 1933 Little Olympics, Sister Kate disappears from the
records. Our only record of her is as a performer, leaving numerous questions about who this
person was before, during, and after prison assuming Sister Kate was ever released. Sister Kate’s
story reveals that rigid gender performances do not include performers.
The yard where the Little Olympics and Jocker’s Ball took place was a seemingly safe
space within a dangerous place. It was a place where Sister Kate and others were authorized and
emboldened to transcend ideas and images of gender to participate in annual events and show off
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their art forms. These events gave them the space where individual notions of masculinity and
femininity were accepted and encouraged to socialize in an environment that allowed a modicum
of freedom that did not exist elsewhere within the prison environment. The prison yard provided
hypermasculine individuals in a dangerous space to eliminate rigid boundaries that influenced
their gendered performances and behaviors.
Jean Williams
Historically, black gender nonconforming women participated in the illicit economy to
make a living. However, many of them rejected anti-cross-dressing laws in order to make a
living. By donning men’s clothing, they rebelled and challenged a system that set in place rigid
definitions and images of gender roles. Additionally, this system policed the bodies of those
living outside the gender binary. In 1936 Jean Williams, ran into trouble in Scranton,
Pennsylvania. In this moment, Pennsylvanians were grappling with dry liquor laws as Governor
Gifford Pinchot stood firm in his support of Prohibition, which was implemented by the 18th
Amendment to prohibit the “manufacture, sale, or transportation of intoxicating liquors.”52 As a
result, the economy continued to take hits to tax revenue and employment rates. At this time,
“respectable” women visited bars quite often, viewing them “as a source of social contact” with
the rise of the speakeasy.53 The Women’s Organization for National Prohibition Reform
(WONPR), founded in 1929, argued that “women were better able to defeat at the 18th
Amendment than men were because they had a great deal more time, fewer business worries, and
servants to relieve them.”54 Over a decade after Prohibition was implemented, the 21st
52
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Amendment was passed and ratified by Congress in 1933.55 As a way to regulate alcohol, Gov.
Pinchot along with a special legislative session, created a plan to monopolize liquor sales
through the State Liquor Control Board (SLCB), which “regulates the manufacture, importation,
sale, distribution, and disposition of liquor, alcohol, and malt or brewed beverages” as well as the
issuing of licenses, setting prices, and establish store hours.56
In the 1936 Scranton city directory, Jean Williams’s occupation was listed as a waiter for
Salvatore Carrera, an Italian immigrant.57 That same year, Scranton City Police, Pennsylvania
State troopers, and agents from the SLCB raided drinking establishments across the city for
violating state liquor laws.58 According to The Scranton Republican, the purpose of the raids was
“to give the State Liquor Control Board a basis for the refusal of applications for renewals.”59 Of
the more than thirty places raided, one of the establishments was the Ritz Café, owned by
Carrera.60 Following Prohibition, in Pennsylvania, women were able to serve alcohol in
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establishments, according to the Barmaid Act of 1878. Although they were able to serve alcohol,
they were not able to mix drinks in bars except in the case they owned the liquor license or were
married to the proprietor.61 The law mimicked the Barmaid Act of March 28, 1878, which
prohibited the employment of women as barmaids.62 The Women’s Christian Temperance Union
(WCTU) argued that barmaids were hired “to lure young men into bars.”63
On the evening of Friday March 4, 1938, twenty-five-year-old Jean Williams was
arrested in Scranton, Pennsylvania for disorderly conduct, which is broadly defined as:
“A person is guilty of disorderly conduct if, with intent to cause public inconvenience,
annoyance, or alarm, or recklessly creating a risk thereof, he (1) engages in fighting or
threatening, or in violent or tumultuous behavior; (2) makes unreasonable noise; (3) uses
obscene language, or makes an obscene gesture; (4) or creates a hazardous or physically
offensive condition by any act which serves no legitimate purpose of the actor.”64
The following evening, an article surfaced in The Evening News: “Woman, Wearing Men’s
Clothing Puzzles Police.”65 Similar to Mary Jones’ experience less than a century ago, Williams
was taken into custody and subjected to a search. Unlike Jones, Williams was not subjected to
public humiliation and made to be a media spectacle after the search. Upon completion of the
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search, it was determined Williams was a man and placed into the holding cell for men.66
Williams’s arrest the previous night and the article conjures numerous questions. What did she
do to be arrested for disorderly conduct? Was there an altercation between her and a patron? Did
someone know she was a woman wearing men’s clothing and become offended by it? Were the
clothes that she wore the determining factor? Or did the police officer conducting the search find
male genitalia? Sometime after being placed in the holding cell, a friend called the jail to inquire
about the charge. The friend found out that Williams was in the men’s holding cell. After
spending time trying to convince officers that Williams was a woman, Captain John Lewis had
her transferred to the women’s cell block.67 According to the article, she was questioned and
released. During the questioning Williams stated her occupation as a nightclub entertainer.
Building on this tidbit of information, the men’s clothing she was wearing was a part of her
nightclub performance and gender expression.
The nightclub entertainer was arrested again on December 12th, 1938, for disorderly
conduct. A mugshot, along with a Bertillon card offers further insights into Williams.68
According to the Bertillon card, Williams was born in New York City.69 The article written after
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the first arrest stated that she was twenty-five, but the Bertillon card lists her age at twenty-seven,
making her birth year 1911. At the time of the second arrest, Williams sported slicked back black
hair and smooth brown skin. Her eyes are described as maroon, and she stood 5’8” and weighed
112 pounds.70
Williams’s mugshot provides a profile as well as a full-on view of her face down to her
chest. Her features in the profile photograph can be defined as masculine from the prominent
brow ridge, strong jawline, obvious Adam’s apple, and flat chest. The frontal photograph shows
thinly arched, almost absent, eyebrows, delicate, high cheekbones, full lips, soft chin, and flat
chest. On her body is a button shirt and a button-down sweater, giving off a masculine
appearance. It is not stated if she was placed in a men’s holding cell or not.
Williams’s profession highlights queer nightlife and performers in Scranton. In his
seminal work, Gay New York, George Chauncey postulates that performances by male and
female impersonators peaked in nightclubs with black performers becoming standout
entertainers.71 Although it is stated that Williams was a nightclub performer, this description is
rather ambiguous. However, wearing men’s clothing demonstrates her idea and definition of
gender. Scholarly and mainstream works that explore women wearing men’s clothing identify
individuals like Williams as drag kings. Judith Halberstam’s Female Masculinity defines the
presentation of masculinities through drag king performances as “a show out of male
impersonation.”72 Williams’s style of dress signals a major difference between drag queens and
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drag kings. Halberstam explains; drag queens rely on “theatricality and histrionics” whereas drag
kings rely on “cool macho.”73 This cool macho is synonymous with the cool image of black
manhood during the Jazz Age, an image Williams represented. Her appearance and performances
disrupted audiences’ ideas of black masculinity and femininity. Did her performances rely on
theatrics and histrionics to display masculinity? Did she pay homage to black masculinity or did
she parody the stereotypical images of black manhood? In her discussion of parody,
identification, and performance, Judith Butler asserts,
Parody requires a certain ability to identify, approximate, and draw near; it engages an
intimacy with the position it appropriates and troubles the voice, the bearing, the
performativity of the subject such that the audience or the reader does not quite know
where you stand, whether you have gone over to the other side, whether you remain on
your side, whether you can rehearse that other position without falling prey to it in the
midst of the performance.74
Living and working in Scranton, a mostly white town, Williams likely performed for a nearly allwhite audience. To invoke E. Patrick Johnson, Williams delivered “racial performances,” which
he defines as the “often contradictory, resistive, subversive, and celebratory effects of blackness
as… cited both inside and outside of Black American culture.”75
The peculiar and ambiguous circumstances surrounding Williams’s arrests suggest that
something else, beyond crossdressing, was at play. In 1867, San Francisco implemented “Order
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No. 783. To Prohibit Street Begging, and to Restrain Certain Persons from Appearing in Streets
and Public Spaces.”76 Over the next forty years, cities and states adapted versions of this law; the
entire state of Pennsylvania co-opted a version in 1891. In 1895, the state legislature passed
another law, which prohibited freakshows.77 Being a hermaphrodite or an intersex person
(someone who possess male and female sexual organs, restricting them from the rigid gender
binary) as well as wearing men’s clothing grouped her with those viewed as unsightly or needing
to be hidden away from public places. As a nightclub entertainer, Williams performed for people
who could accept and even expected a woman dressed in men’s clothing. But what became too
much was an intersex individual, a perceived freakshow. Franz Fanon, writing on the white
imagination and black bodies argues,
We can now stake out a marker. For the majority of white men, the Negro represents the
sexual instinct (in its raw state). The Negro is an incarnation of a genital potency beyond
all moralists and prohibitions. The women among the whites, by a genuine process of
induction, invariably view the Negro as the keeper of the impalpable gate that opens into
the realm of orgies, of bacchanals, of delirious sexual sensations…We have shown that
reality destroys all these beliefs. But they all rest on the level of the imagined.78
Since genitals represent personhood and indicate a specific gender, individuals like Williams
were not viewed as a person. By refusing to allow anti-crossdressing and ugly laws to deter
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them, Clifford Geertz posits, intersex individuals challenged cultural assumptions and social
beliefs.79
As an intersexed individual, Jean Williams chose to wear men’s clothing. Doing so
brought her comfort that she may not have found otherwise in women’s clothing. Furthermore,
wearing men’s clothing coupled with her strong facial features allowed her to successfully pass
as a man, which opened up employment opportunities and better wages. Regardless of whether
Scranton had anti cross-dressing laws, acts, or statutes on the books, women appearing in public
dressed as men was deemed illegal. As a result, such actions led to them being arrested,
searched, and charged. The charge was usually disorderly conduct, the act of disturbing the
arresting officer’s peace of mind by discovering that the body he searched held both male and
female genitalia.
Miss Major Griffin-Gracy
Black transgender women are targeted and policed for being who they are. Issues of
unemployment, poverty, homelessness, and survival in illegal economies are policed and have
disproportionately affected them leading to them being incarcerated. Within the prison
environment, black transgender women are physically and psychologically traumatized. Their
identities and gender representations increase their risk of being placed in solitary confinement.
Miss Major Griffin Gracy serves as a bridge between the past and the present, between the
history of gender nonconforming women pre-Stonewall and the current issues affecting gender
nonconforming women of color. According to her Twitter account, she is currently residing in
Little Rock, Arkansas, where she is retiring after nearly fifty years of being a trans advocate,
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activist, sex worker, prisoner, and prison abolitionist.80 In 2015, the documentary MAJOR! was
released and met with critical praise, winning numerous awards for its exploration of not only
Gracy’s life, but also the issues affecting transgender women of color, especially, the prison
industrial complex.
On October 25, 1946, Major Griffin was born to Edgar and LeRoy Griffin in Chicago,
Illinois.81 Later in life, Major Gracy added Griffin, her mother’s maiden name, because she
wanted her mother to be a part of who she is. Growing up, she had a close relationship to her
mother even though she did not understand her gender processes. Her father threw her out of the
house, hoping this was just a phase that would eventually pass. Her younger sister, Cookie, could
not understand or accept it. As a consequence, Cookie burned all photographs with her sister in
them, effectively erasing Miss Major Griffin Gracy from family photographs. In addition to
struggling with her sister’s gender identity, Cookie dealt with her own mental health issues,
killing herself at twenty-six years old.82
Growing up in the Southside of Chicago, Gracy was a part of the city’s subculture. Since
the early twentieth century, Chicago was one of those urban cultural centers that had a thriving
lesbian and gay subculture. Urban historian Chad Heap points to Levee, a working-class
entertainment and vice district, as the center for the subculture as saloons and dance halls.83
These establishments catered to gay men who worked in department stores, thus giving them
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some visibility; the presence of lesbians was not as visible since many passed as men to secure
better paying jobs. By the 1920s a visible gay and lesbian enclave, Towertown, attracted not only
gays and lesbians, but also artists and curious heterosexual and cisgender patrons wanting to
observe and participate in the subculture’s activities. Historians refer to the visible gay
subculture in Chicago as the “pansy craze.” Chauncey explains, “The pansy craze was a part of
the same phenomenon that produced the Negro vogue in Harlem.”84 During this craze drag balls
took place on Halloween and New Year’s Eve. The queens attending the balls dressed lavishly.
One observer, a sociology student at the University of Chicago, Myles Vollmer, recalled:
The picture is repeated over and over- colorful evening gowns, satin slippers, French
heels, silken hose, gracefully displayed, tiaras, feathered fans, flashing jewelry, all
gliding about the Hall. Gliding is the only name for it, no woman could be more graceful.
Trains are carefully held up by curled and manicured fingers. The “girls” move about
swaying their shoulders, rolling their hips, and the only clue to their masculinity is their
heavier skeletal frames, or occasionally a more masculine featured face.85
These drag balls, Vollmer observed, were interracial and drew many types of people. Speaking
on the diversity of the attendees, he stated:
Physically, all types are there. Homosexuals thin and wasted, others slender and with
womanish curves, others overfed and lustfully fat. Most of the younger homosexuals
have pallid complexions with rather thin hair, due, perhaps, to overindulgence. There is a
preponderance of Jews and the Latin Nationalities, although homosexuality is no
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respecter of races. Many of the men are of Polish blood. Negros mingle freely with
whites. There seemingly is not race distinction between them.86
Variety reported on the pansy craze on December 10, 1930, noting that numerous pansy
establishments had popped up in the city. St. Sukie de la Croix pointed out that Variety’s report
left out an important piece of information; many of these establishments were located in the
Southside, an area made up of predominantly black neighborhoods.87 During the Great
Migration, Chicago drew a tremendous number of African Americans to Bronzeville, a district in
Chicago’s Southside. The works of individuals such as civil rights activist Ida B. Wells,
writer/poet Gwendolyn Brooks, and musician Louis Armstrong helped develop it as an urban
cultural center.
At the same time, Bronzeville became a gay and lesbian enclave. Within the walls of the
pansy establishments in the area, black female impersonators entertained audiences, adopting the
names of white entertainers that inspired and impressed them, such as Mae West and Gloria
Swanson. Some of the most well-known balls in Chicago’s Southside were organized by Alfred
Finnie, a black, gay street hustler and nightclub doorman. In 1935, building on the interracial
balls in the city, Finnie’s balls were mostly attended by black gays and lesbians, heterosexual,
and cisgender individuals well into the 1960s.88 The presence of heterosexual and cisgender
individuals did not always mean they were there to partake in the activities or support them.
Nancy Kelly, a drag queen and ball participant, stated, “They’d see you coming in…and they
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jeer at you, you know, call you all kinds of names. It was horrible.”89 Recalling the intimate
setting of Finnie’s Balls during their early years, Kelly stated:
There’d be music. There’d be food. They would have a big band, maybe a seven- or
eight-piece band, you know, and everybody’d be dancin’ with one another; they’d be
drinkin’. They had tables like a cabaret…and you’d dance with a friend, you’d dance
with somebody else’s friend. And the lesbians would be there. Not too many of them…
The would dance with the queens… The first lesbian I ever danced with I thought was a
man… her name is Billy. I thought sure Billy was a man, you know, until she told me,
“No baby, it ain’t like that.90
Drag balls were spaces where queer individuals could seek refuge in a safe space and express
themselves how they saw fit. Gracy, seeking a place to fit in, would sneak into drag balls, finding
them to be fun yet dangerous places. Gracy noted that the balls were dangerous places to be
because “straight people and guys would go there to watch the girls go in and out and what
costumes they had on and stuff. And at the time, I didn’t know this, but you were supposed to go
to those kinds of things with a friend. Because if the crowd catches you by yourself, you’re in
trouble.”91 Police officers were also a problem. Blending into the crowds, police officers would
nab those they found by themselves. “[T]hey don’t harass anybody in a major crowd like that
because they didn’t want anybody to see. You know. But catch you by yourself, honey, you’re
toast…Them being there takes things to a higher level of ‘Oh my god I’ve gotta really be
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careful.’92 Not being careful drew attention from officers and subjected them to violence. Gracy
explains, “being handcuffed and having your wrists shoved behind your back and bumping your
head as they put you into the back of a patrol car. Tripping you as you’re walking to the thing
and having you fall and scrape your knees, tear your dress and your stockings.”93
When Christine Jorgensen stepped onto American soil after undergoing gender
confirmation surgery in Denmark, the topic entered the American consciousness, eliciting
various reactions; Hollywood called, the media made her a sensation, and numerous gender
nonconforming individuals were inspired by her. Gracy, recalling the “flavor of the time,”
explains why she did not think of undergoing surgery:
Well you know, after Christine Jorgensen came along in the late ‘50s, I wanted to get
hormones! I didn’t think about changing anything...and due to the flavor of the time I
think any of us girls thought “Oh” we wanted to be another Christine Jorgensen; be a real
woman and be okay in the world. Forgetting that, we’re never going to be okay in the
world. And that she wasn’t either, it was a good position, but it wasn’t easy for her either.
And so no, at the time, you don’t think about that.94
Growing up, while home alone, Gracy would try on her mother’s dresses, searching for
an outward appearance that would bring out how she felt on the inside. That moment, where she
felt like she was truly coming into herself, came when she met an older queen in Chicago named
Kitty, who helped with her makeup and dressed her up. This moment was monumental for
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Gracy, who likened it so the scene in the movie Gypsy (1962), where Natalie Wood dons a blue
satin dress and long white gloves and she looks in a mirror, saying, “I’m a pretty girl mama.”95
Standing in a mirror and taking in her reflection, Gracy felt that she finally became who she
knew she was. She instantly recognized the Major she was looking for, asking “Where the hell
you been?”96 Being born a cisgender male, Gracy had to contend with Chicago’s crossdressing
laws. “[W]earing a dress could get you sent to jail immediately. And not really jail; to the mental
hospital. Cause they didn’t put us in jail at that time. They felt that if you were a different
gendered person in an attire that didn’t suit your birth gender then you were a crazy person. And
they would take you to jail...uh prison, uh mental hospital!”97
Gracy packed parts of this version of herself in a suitcase when she went off to college.
Graduating from high school at the age of sixteen, she went to college in Minnesota, since she
had an aunt living there. Moving into the men’s dormitory, Gracy would pull out her dresses,
wig, and heels for a night out. These items were found by her roommate, who objected to sharing
a room with a crossdresser. According to Gracy, some of the other boys had no issue with it,
going as far as to ask her if she cooked. She responded that she did and so she cooked various
meals for the dorm. However, those who had no problem with her presence were outnumbered
by those who did. Returning to her room after classes one day, she found her belongings packed
and was sent away with the parting words, “It was really nice having you here…meeting you
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was very different.”98 After being kicked out of school for wearing dresses, Gracy went to
another school, only to be met with the same fate.
After these incidents, Gracy moved back home to Chicago for a short time. Needing to
support herself and thinking she was too young to find a job, she took to the streets as a sex
worker. As a consequence, the relationship she had with her mother suffered.
My mother had told me that Chicago was not big enough for the both of us. My uncles
caught me downtown in The Loop hooking off of State Street. Called and told her “I saw
your crazy-ass son, he’s wearing a dress.” My mother drove down, chased me down,
threw me in the back of the car, took me back to their house on the South Side and let me
know “you can’t be here doing this, cause we live here, Chicago is not big enough for the
both of us.99
Gracy left Chicago behind for good. In 1964, at age eighteen, she arrived in New York
City. Gracy recalled:
New York was cooking! I mean, it was a really rough time as far as the United States
went. Women were banning together, black were banning together, everybody was
wanting a piece of the apple pie. Fighting to make sure that they got it. And so, it was, uh,
interesting and exciting and the air was tingling with change. 100
Even in the midst of the excitement, Gracy performed the same work on a different street.
Working on 42nd Street like Johnson and Rivera, Gracy hustled, stating, “you do what you have
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to do to get the best sex that you can get and hang on and survive.”101 Although it was a means of
survival, she enjoyed it, viewing it as “fabulous” and way to make “good money.”102 It was not
until she hung out in Greenwich Village that she met Johnson and Rivera, crediting them with
mobilizing and taking care of the gay, lesbian, and gender nonconforming community, especially
homeless youth, describing them as “Sweet. Really cool people, um, loud, argumentative. At the
time you could see a girl a couple of streets up and yell at her “Hey Bitch!” So yeah, loud,
obnoxious, somewhat annoying to a lot of people but to us that just the way it was.”103
In New York City, as in Chicago, crossdressing laws were intact. After being arrested on
numerous occasions, Gracy experienced lock up in Bellevue Hospital. While she shared the
“wanting to get out of here” sentiment, she also discussed mechanisms of survival in mental
hospitals, such as manipulating the system.
You learn what things they want to hear in order to try to get them to help you…Well that
you’ve always thought you were a girl, you’ve always sat down to pee...you know what I
mean? And “I’ve always wanted to be a woman. It’s so hard to deal with you know, it”…
[T]here would be that sigh of sympathy “Oh you poor dear.” You learned to do and say
what you needed to say to keep yourself safe and get out of that situation.104
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She also found that police officers acted a bit different in New York City than in Chicago.
Whereas back home officers tended to blend into crowds in order to bust individuals, in New
York City police officers stood out by frequently raiding gay bars such as the Stonewall Inn.
One of Gracy’s favorite hangout places was the Stonewall Inn. She reflected on the
Stonewall Inn as being the place to be because of the clientele, as well as its inviting atmosphere.
The bar had “all of the things that you need to be around… there was old gentlemen…there was
trade…there were other girls there…an atmosphere of enjoying who we were…in our space.”105
The night of the raid that led to the rebellion, Gracy remembered patrons not wanting to allow
this raid to be just like previous raids where the police come in, the lights come on, and patrons
leave. This time was going to be different. While many accounts credit someone as being the
first to fight back, she asserted, “I don’t know who threw what and it doesn’t matter. All that
matter was we were bustin’ the cop’s ass.”106 In addition to the patrons fighting back, another
important aspect of the rebellion was the mainstream media’s portrayal of the events and
participants.
During the rebellion and afterwards, the media’s coverage did three things. First it
whitewashed the participants. Gracy recalled Judy Garland’s death being splashed across
television screens in America rather than the Stonewall riots.107 When the media picked up the
events, “all of a sudden it was white gay guys who had did this and lesbians, and oh, there might
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have been a drag queen or two there.”108 Second, it told a homophobic narrative of the events. In
his book, From Perverts to Fab Five, Rodger Streitmatter cites major newspapers like the New
York Times and the New York Daily News as epitomizing yellow journalism as they depicted
gays and lesbians in a negative light.109 Citing a media historian, Streitmatter explains the media
as acting unobjectively: “in an entertaining and dramatic fashion, the story evoked the days of
yellow journalism, when newspapers put a premium on telling a story rather than finding the
facts – or providing the truth.”110 Mimicking derogatory words used at the time, the papers,
including the Village Voice, referred to gays and lesbians as “queers,” “faggots,” and “queens,”
and the riots as “fag follies.”111 The headlines splashed across such papers were mocking
headlines, as seen on the cover of the New York Daily News: “Homo Nest Raided, Queen Bees
are Stinging Mad.”112 The headlines alluded to gays and lesbians as being dangerous to the point
of coming across as “terrorists.”113
Finally, the media erased gender nonconforming individuals from the rebellion and larger
movement. While Gracy has refuted claims that Marsha P. Johnson threw the first item towards
cops, she does point to the importance of the presence of Johnson and Rivera, especially since
the media tells a whitewashed narrative. So does public spaces. Across the street from the bar is
the Christopher Street Park. Two decades after the Stonewall Rebellion, four white sculptures of
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two gays and two lesbians, sculpted by George Segal, were unveiled in the park.114 The white
sculptures of gay and lesbian figures have become a symbol of the gay liberation movement. For
Gracy, this is disappointing, the “…statues to commemorate Stonewall, two lesbians, two
gays…no transgender woman and there should be one.”115 She asks, “Where are we?…Where’s
the respect for the folks that have gone through this, like Sylvia Rivera and Marsha
Johnson…people who had a voice before this happened, who was trying to make things
better…[they are] talked about like they were drug addicts and alcoholics.”116 This is how the
rebellion and overall movement are remembered, which erased black transgender women from
America’s collective memory, about who participated in the riots and the larger gay, lesbian, and
gender nonconforming movement.
In the aftermath of the Stonewall Rebellion, Gracy spent time in prison, where she met
notable black prisoners, which influenced her political awareness of the transgender community.
Attending a party on New Year’s Eve for the purpose of catching the attention of a guy she was
interested in, she found out that he did not return any interest. Leaving the party to ring in the
New Year on Times Square, she was walking on 43rd Street when a cop tapped her on the
shoulder, informing her she was arrested for prostitution.117 When she did not turn around fast
enough to face the officer, he grabbed at her, tearing her orange and cream organza silk dress.
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Reacting to being grabbed, she turned around and knocked the officer out.118 During the quick
turn of events, Gracy thought, “Oh my god! He’s a cop!” and took off running.119 Once caught,
she was taken into custody. She describes her journey from one maximum security prison to
another. “You go to Sing Sing first, they figure out what prison they’re going to send you to.”120
After a short stint in Sing Sing, she was out on parole. She stayed with friends and immediately
groomed and put herself together shaving, making up her face, and arching her brows. In
preparation for a meeting with her parole officer, Gracy showed up wearing a dress and makeup
and was told that she was violating parole by “trying to change [her] appearance in order to
abscond from parole.”121 As a consequence, she was sent to Dannemora (Clinton Correctional
Facility), a maximum-security New York state prison for men.
Gracy was imprisoned during an era when black prisoners organized and expressed their
discontent with the system. As Marvin Gaye’s soulful voice crooned conscious lyrics on his
album What’s Going On?, providing a soundtrack for a spirited movement, black prisoner
intellectuals responded with letters, autobiographies, and essays. Lisa Corrigan’s Prison Power
demonstrates how these written works showcased prison as “a critical space for theorizing
resistance to state repression as the black liberation movement evolved.”122 The anthology
Imprisoned Intellectuals compiles the writings of activist prisoners such as Dr. Martin Luther
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King Jr., Malcolm X, Angela Davis, Assata Shakur, Huey P. Newton, and George Jackson.123 In
Fugitive Thought, Michael Hames-Garcia highlights the importance of these writers, viewing
them as political, social, and cultural thinkers and producers whose works have helped to shape
meanings of justice, freedom, solidarity, and responsibility.124 Such works, like Jackson’s
seminal book, Soledad Brothers, a collection of prison letters, resonated with prisoners. Jackson,
field marshal for the Black Panther Party and a prisoner at San Quentin after allegedly stealing
seventy dollars from a Los Angeles gas station, was gunned down while trying to escape his
sentence of one year to life on August 21, 1971. 125 In response to his death, roughly threethousand miles away at the Attica Correctional Facility, black, Latino, Hispanic, and white
prisoners stood together, praying and fasting. In Attica, this moment of silent prayers was the
quiet before the storm in a crowded environment bursting at the seams with deplorable living
conditions and inhumane treatment.
As prison populations increased across the nation in the 20th century, obvious racial
dynamics took shape. Attica experienced an overrepresentation of black prisoners while at the
same time there were virtually no black guards, which led to an increase in racial tensions. On
September 9th, 1971, political prisoners at Attica, fed up with their living conditions,
overpowered guards, occupied the D yard, an exercise field, and held guards and other
employees as hostages. Spurred on by the accomplishments of the Civil Rights Movement and
invigorated by the racial pride sentiments of the Black Power Movement, black prisoners, many
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of whom belonged to Black Nationalist groups like the Nation of Islam and the Black Panthers,
distanced themselves from the label of convicted criminals by exhibiting “a new political
confidence” as they put forth demands such as an end to brutalization and any other “unmitigated
oppression wrought by the racist administration of the prison.”126 State police responded with
tear gas and bullets. While New York Correction Commissioner Russell Oswald agreed to meet
prisoners’ demands of improved living conditions, Governor Nelson Rockefeller refused to listen
to the prisoners and ordered the prison be taken over by force.127 On September 13th, police
officers raided the prison. As a result, twenty-nine prisoners and ten hostages were killed.
In the aftermath of the deadly riots, inmates suffered severe consequences. One of the
prisoners, Frank “Big Black” Smith, who served as head of security for the prisoners during the
riots, was tortured. Heather Ann Thompson’s Blood in the Water thoroughly examines the riots
and those involved like Smith, using his testimony during the 1991 trial for the riot. Smith
recalled being “forced to strip naked…suffering repeated blows from troopers and [Correctional
Officers.”128 In addition to inmate testimonies, she used a photograph of Smith laying naked on a
table in the prison yard where he and other naked prisoners were tortured.129 Shortly after, a
number of inmates were transferred to Dannemora. This transfer drew concerns from officers
who dreaded the possibility of riots, since Dannemora “was already known to be a hotbed of
discontent.”130 Smith was one of the inmates transferred. For Gracy, meeting Smith helped to
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politicize her involvement in the transgender community. She thought specifically about what
she could do to help and how to think of the movement in broader terms, making connections
with multiple communities black, trans, poor, and understanding how they are affected by the
prison industrial complex.
Gracy arrived at Dannemora after the Attica riots, as a consequence of violating her
parole. She was sent to the prison’s psyche ward. Unlike at Bellevue, there was no manipulating
the system. She stepped in with two-inch platinum blonde hair and developing breasts from
taking hormones. Officers set out to humiliate her and force her to look like a man. She recalled
her head and eyebrows being shaved off. She was forced to walk naked through the prison
stating, “Got in there and they did their best to break my spirit…It was so hard.”131 Rather than
being locked in a cell with other prisoners, Gracy was placed in the hole. Transgender prisoners,
especially transgender women in men’s prisons, are frequently placed in solitary confinement
under the guise of protecting them from being raped by other inmates. However, being in solitary
confinement makes them susceptible to harassment and assault by correctional officers. Being
placed in the hole has been found to contribute to bouts of paranoia, hallucinations, panic attacks,
and cognitive difficulties such as memory loss and alertness.132 This isolation from the general
prison population not only makes transgender women vulnerable to physical and mental abuse,
but also restricts them from “being able to participate in work-release programs or other skillbased programs, in addition to being denied access to hormones.”133
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While housed in solitary confinement, Gracy met “Big Black” Smith. Their conversations
informed Gracy of the prison system and shaped her involvement in struggles for equality and
liberation, especially for black transgender women. Speaking of his community involvement in
prison, Smith hold Gracy about being part of the Five-Percenters, also known as the Nation of
Gods and Earths, a group founded in Harlem in 1964 by Clarence 13X, a former member of the
Nation of Islam.134 Dan Berger illustrates the prison as a space to recruit members for Black
Nationalist Organizations such as the Nation of Islam and the Black Panther Party, especially
with the imprisonment and activism of Malcolm X and Angela Davis. He maintains that
prisoners sought to bring “the prison into public view” and to conceptualize imprisonment “as a
persistent feature of black life woven throughout the American racial landscape.135 Political
prisoners’ writings and discussions of their experiences placed prisoners and the prison industrial
complex at the center of black liberation.136 Corrigan posits that cultural productions such as
writings and interviews urge “others to build a strong movement around political prisoners.”137
These conversations helped Gracy understand the common ground she and other prisoners,
especially black prisoners had inside the prison.
They weren’t made for rehabilitation. And to teach you a lesson and send you back out
into the world to do better. They were made to hold, separate you and contain your ass.
And torture, beat and abuse you to where by you didn’t have enough sense to go out and
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commit anymore crimes. Because they’ve taken your mind and your thought processes
and your sense of will from you. That’s what they were made for and that is still what
they are doing.138
Gracy also understood how the fight for liberation for transgender people could improve life for
everyone stating, “We’re the last bastion that you can talk about and ridicule and throw things at
and beat up and it’s okay…some of my girls have been attacked by four and five boys and my
girls went to jail, the boys went home. How dare they make that assumption? We may not have
started anything.”139 She took her conversations with Smith, and her new politicized mindset,
throughout her life. It shaped her activism outside the confines of prison.
After serving her sentence, Gracy went back to New York City. She began working as a
performer with the drag group, The Cherries. During this run, she met Deborah Brown, a
cisgender black woman. The two became fast friends and soon that relationship blossomed into
an intimate one. As a result of this relationship, Gracy became a father to a son named
Christopher. As proud as she was to be a father, many of her friends were not supportive,
distancing themselves from her and expressing their feelings about the situation. Gracy recalled,
“they dropped me like a hot potato. They just didn’t understand what I was doing. And for me, it
was an interesting chain of events, so I’m a dad, what’s the big deal? I have tits, so? That doesn’t
change how the child is going to see me.”140 The animosity from friends along with rising crime
in New York City sent Major across the United States to Mendel Park, California, with her
young son.
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Gracy and her son moved in with her grandmother but her grandmother objected to
having Gracy there, since she was transgender and had a cisgender child. Gracy recalled:
She freaked the fuck out, kicking me in my room with Christopher…. she ran at me in the
hallway with the knife. I was like “oh God, is it ever gonna change?” So after that
confrontation, my parents came down to California from Chicago and explained to her
what was going on, packed her shit up, took her with them, back to Chicago. And then
Debbie came out and Debbie and I tried to make it together as a couple, with Christopher
there. That didn’t work out, so she wound up going back to New York. But the amazing
and wonderful thing was she left Christopher with me. And that was such a blessing.141
To make a living, she worked part-time driving a rig on the weekends, dropping off real estate
magazines in San Diego. By the time Christopher was four, Gracy moved again because her
parents moved to California to raise Christopher themselves.142 Not wanting her parents to take
over the upbringing of her son, she packed up her son’s belongings and as much of hers as she
could in her car and left. A friend of hers reached out to her, informing her of a job and a place to
stay in San Francisco. The job was the night manager of an apartment building. In a short
amount of time, Gracy became the mother to two more sons.
One of the hookers in the building, I was the night manager, left her son with me, said
she was going to be going down South I think it was for Thanksgiving and they didn’t
know she had any children…But she got down there and she called and told me that she
met some guy and fell in love, he doesn’t know that she has children. Could I keep Darryl

141

Miss Major Griffin Gracy, “New York City Trans Oral History Project,” interviewed by AJ Lewis, December 16,
2017.
142

Miss Major Griffin Gracy, “New York City Trans Oral History Project,” interviewed by AJ Lewis, December 16,
2017.

168

till she comes back? I said, yeah of course, no big deal… she never came back. So, when
I moved with Christopher to Santa Cruz, he moved with us. So, in Santa Cruz I met
another hooker, wound up with her kid and the four of us, in a couple of years moved to
San Diego.143
Since Christopher was two, Gracy would send him to New York to spend time with his mother
and then he would come back. When he was seven, Brown did not send him back to Gracy.
Reeling from this separation, Gracy was informed by her parents that she may have had another
son by another woman.
A lady I knew years ago told me that she had a son by me and she was living in Utah.
And so, I went there to see him, I never knew whether or not he was my natural born son
or not. But he took to me and I him, so I adopted him. And we went back to California
cause I couldn’t stand Utah, they burnt my Cadillac up in Utah, wrote “Nigger” on the
house I was renting and stuff, so let me get the fuck out of here! It was more horrible
there than it’s been in the South.144
In 1988, Gracy, her sons, and her partner, Joe Bobb, moved to San Diego. Bobb, who was dying
of AIDS wanted to be near his family.145 His family was not happy with Gracy being his partner.
While there, Gracy found work at a food delivery service for people with HIV/AIDS.146
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When AIDS was first detected, it mostly affected gay men in California and New York.
Since California was one of the states that experienced the outbreak early, doctors and
researchers in the state took interest in this peculiar disease. The 1981 article published by the
CDC was authored by Michael Gottlieb at the University of California, Los Angeles. That same
year, Paul Volberding, MD of the University of California, San Francisco (UCSF) saw his first
patient with Kaposi’s Sarcoma at San Francisco’s General Hospital.147 Two years later, UCSF
doctors established the country’s first outpatient AIDS clinic and inpatient ward.148 In 1986, the
Center for AIDS Prevention opened with the help of a grant awarded by the National Institute of
Mental Health AIDS Center.149 Diane Wara of UCSF was one of the first doctors to demonstrate
the transmission of the disease from mother to child and also described the disease in children in
1988.150 In 1991, research conducted by Nancy Padian of UCSF proved that HIV is more likely
to be passed on sexually from men to women rather than the other way around.151 One year later,
AIDS became the number one killer of men in the United States between the ages of 25 to 44.152
In 1993, Gracy’s partner Bobb succumbed to the disease while a patient at the VA
Hospital in San Diego. Gracy wanted a ward at the hospital for the vets who had AIDS and were
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treated there. She recalled being met with hesitancy from the hospital: “they were really
reticent...But I kept pushing and they kept getting more and more vets with AIDS that they
wound up having to start a unit. And so rather than call it the AIDS unit, they called it “the
Special Disease Unit.”153 She also wanted the hospital to dedicate a memorial garden for the
families of victims to the disease, explaining, “I thought that there needs to be some kind of
memorial for the families to have because the families, they won’t tell their friends that their son
died of AIDS.”154 Inspired by the writings of political prisoners and imprisoned intellectuals and
the effect their writings had on others, Gracy wrote a letter to Bravo! News magazine requesting
the VA Medical Center in La Jolla (a small community in San Diego) to create an AIDS
memorial garden.155 Her letter proved to be successful. She declared, “They started a garden
there and last time I checked it’s still there. Except now it’s full of, they had to spread
it out because…so many people died.”156
During the 1990s, Gracy became a caretaker and advocate, especially with the HIV/AIDS
epidemic raging during the time. After Bobb’s passing, she began working for the AIDS
Foundation in San Diego as a patient liaison, helping patients access the resources they needed.
She also did a bit of fundraising, reaching out to local businesses to raise money “to get
companies and businesses to pay for tickets to get the guys to a movie premiere or take them out
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to dinner somewhere, at a restaurant that they would’ve never been able to afford…”157 After
witnessing the behaviors of family members whose sons died of AIDS over the years, Gracy
decided to start her own organization, Angels for Care.
Where I hired people to take care of guys in their final phases…their goal was calm down
the family, so we’d help the family calm down till they pass away. The sad thing about
that was, watching these guys die and what their partners went through and then have the
guy that died family come in and threw that partner out…These guys lived together ten to
fifteen years, bought this stuff together, they’re a family unit. And the family would just,
“Well, I’m his mom and I want all this stuff, it’s in his name and fuck you.158
She ran Angels for Care for about six years until she moved back to Menlo Park to care for her
aging parents, who were staying at her grandmother’s house. In the meantime, she also stayed
active within the queer community. She worked with the Tenderloin AIDS Resource Center
(TARC) in San Francisco as an outreach worker helping individuals access various resources.
TARC stood out as it specifically catered to San Francisco’s disenfranchised transgender
community in addition to the gay men who visited. The transgender individuals visiting TARC
appreciated having Gracy, a transgender woman, working there. Even though there was a
psychiatrist there for them to talk to after a positive diagnosis, they felt comfortable with Gracy.
The organization’s psychiatrist was fired and Gracy was hired as a transgender consultant.159
Using funds from this job, she rented the building next door to TARC and opened a transgender
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center, which drew many people in. She used her own experiences as a poor, black, transgender
woman to relate to her clients, who also experienced a seemingly never-ending cycle of
interlocking systems of oppression. As a consequence, Gracy was fired from TARC and the
building center she opened was taken over and ran as a café for the gay men who visited
TARC.160 From there, she did AIDS outreach for the City of Refuge United Church of Christ in
Oakland, California, working with Bishop Yvette Flunder, an openly black lesbian woman and
the pastor of the church.161 Her AIDS outreach and consulting work served the needs of
transgender women of color. While the queer community was also facing discrimination for
having the disease, gay men discriminated against transgender women, as did clinics and
hospitals that did not want to offer them treatment. Gracy recalled, “Colored girls got sick and
collapsed in stores and the paramedics would come and go oh, it’s one of them. They drove off! I
mean, not just in San Francisco but all over! The girl in Texas died! You know, so, it was just a
mess. To me, everything I did for them was important for them.”162 Between caring for sick
parents and taking care of transgender HIV positive and AIDS individuals, she suffered another
loss: her partner, Shannon, who battled with drug and alcohol addictions, committed suicide.
Gracy believes it was important for her to participate in the Stonewall Rebellion and to
tell that story, as one of the last surviving black women who was there. She also believes the
work she does now is important, noting, “It’s not what I did at [Stonewall], it’s what I do now.
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It’s who I help now. How I train my energies to keep the agency I work for going…There’s girls
in prison who need to hear from us who need to know there’s somebody out here gives a damn
whether live or die.”163
Gracy’s activism came full circle as her time in prison turned her attention to black
transgender women caught up in the prison industrial complex, a term that was coined by Angela
Davis in 1997.164 She focused her attention to the prison industrial complex because she
understood that the liberation of transgender and genderqueer individuals and prison abolition
are crucial to social and economic justice; these two issues go hand-in-hand. She understood that
prison activism is fundamental to the survival of transgender and genderqueer individuals. For
several years, she worked for the Transgender, Gender Variant, Intersex Justice Project (TGIJP),
a non-profit organization whose mission is to create “a united family in the struggle for survival
and freedom” and “to challenge and end the human rights abuses committed against TGI people
in California prisons, jails, detention centers and beyond.”165 TGIJP was established in 2004
through a grant by the Soros Justice Fellowship and Alexander Lee, an attorney working for the
Trans In Prison Committee (TIP) at California Prison Focus.166 Gracy came in as the
organization’s first Staff Organizer. Gracy’s leadership and determination grounded the
organization’s focus on incarcerated transgender women of color. The organization had a three-
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team structure: the legal team, the grassroots fundraising team, and Gracy’s Make it Happen
Mamas. Each functioned independently and collectively to keep the organization running.
As one of the first organizations to focus on transgender women in the prison industrial
complex, Gracy’s MIHM serves as a crucial and unique bridge between advocates, activists,
organizations, prisons, lawmakers and low-income transgender women of color, a demographic
that is overrepresented in prison.167 Within prison walls, the biggest violators of transgender
women’s rights are the correctional officers. As a legal surrogate, Gracy would visit transgender
women and in prison, providing them with support, legal and social services and encouragement
to organize within the prisons, to dismantle the system from the inside out.168 In addition to
prison visits, Gracy kept in touch with prisoners through pen-pal letters. When speaking on the
importance of fighting for transgender women’s rights in prison, Gracy pointed out,
The reason why the things that we do, like fighting to get bras inside, are important is
that people are forgetting that these are women housed in a men’s prison. They’re not
giving any recognition to the fact that a majority of these people have breasts and oddly
enough, they need to be cupped in a bra, for their safety, for them to maintain who they
are and for them to hold on to their sense of self.169
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Sydney Tarzwell, writing on prison policies and gender lines, states that the array and magnitude
of abuse transgender people are subjected to in prison is difficult to comprehend.170 These issues
begin with being housed in a prison based on their genitalia.
Currently, Miss Major Griffin Gracy is in Little Rock, Arkansas. What drew Gracy to the
city was the aura and ironically, the feeling of being accepted. Traveling to the city for a
documentary viewing a couple of years ago, she remembered,
“It is something about the aura of the city that simply made me feel comfortable and
accepted and it had nothing to do with the people or the venue or seeing the documentary.
It simply had to do with being in Little Rock. Having been an ex-convict and stuff like
that, I’m very cautious about my space and as a trans person I don’t want anybody
sneaking up on me.171
Visiting a bar after the documentary viewing, Gracy found herself doing something she never
does: sitting with her back to the door. She questioned why she placed herself in a vulnerable
position and why she felt comfortable sitting with her back to the door. Flying back home to San
Francisco, she was unable to shake the feeling of the city off, so she moved to Little and bought
a barn house. Since moving to Little Rock, she has started a non-profit organization for
transgender and gender nonconforming individuals, Griffin-Gracy Historical Retreat and
Resource Center, also referred to as House of GG. The mission of the House of GG is to provide
“an environment for developing and promoting strategies that effectively address the critical
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issues of discrimination, employment, housing, healthcare, civil/human rights and other issues
that negatively impact the lives of transgender and other gender non-conforming people.”172
In addition to running her non-profit, Gracy is looking forward to retiring. Spending her
life working outside of non-traditional jobs that come with retirement plans, Gracy has found
retirement to be expensive. Like numerous other Americans, she has looked to GoFundMe for
financial support to cover the cost of healthcare for hormone treatment and HIV/AIDS
medication. The crowdfunding site GoFundMe has exposed the broken nature of America’s
healthcare system, with America’s raising over six-hundred-million a year to cover healthcare
costs.173 Moreover, the site is heavily utilized to cover the ever-rising costs of living such as rent
and tuition, the crowdfunding site has since stopped monthly donations.174 Gracy’s fundraising
has moved to another site to raise money emergency medical bills following the stroke she had
on July 4, 2019.175 As black transgender people experience high levels of unemployment,
homelessness, poverty, and lack of healthcare, makes them susceptible to relying on crowding to
access financial help. Gracy at the intersection of black, transgender, and poor went from the
streets to the internet as a means of survival.
Historically, the theme of imprisonment has been crucial to the lives of black women.
Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings highlights how racism and sexism serve as
cage-like barriers. Angela Davis’s Angela Davis: An Autobiography explores how the prison
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system functions as a site of racial, gender, and political oppression. For Gracy, transphobia and
racism-imposed limits on black transgender women where having one’s gender expression
reflect who they know themselves to be has been met with condescension and violence. Her
daily life and career demonstrate how poverty has functioned as imprisonment where individuals
like herself reveal how means of survival, such as sex work, shaped their daily lives and careers.
As a result, they have been criminalized and imprisoned for performing this type of labor. The
prison system itself was a site of gender repression for Gracy where she was forbidden from
representing her gender the way she wanted. Additionally, within the prison system, she was
ridiculed and subjected to violence for being transgender. In prison, she became politically
conscious as imprisonment helped to shape her ideas about black transgender women achieving
liberation. Since black transgender women and gender nonconforming women of color have
been silenced and ignored, Miss Major Griffin Gracy responded with, “I’m still fucking here!”
because her voice is her most powerful tool of resistance.176 Liberation cannot be achieved in
silence.
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Chapter Four
“We are offering just another form of entertainment”:
Gender Non-Conformers in the Entertainment Industry
On June 3, 2018, FX network premiered a drama based on the 1980s drag ball culture,
Pose. Ryan Murphy- a gay, white, cisgender man who is the creator of numerous successful
shows like Nip/Tuck, Glee, and American Horror Story- is the reason the show exists and quite
possibly has been allowed to exist due to his privilege. Set in 1987 against the ballroom scene,
Pose explores the trials and tribulations of black and Afro-Latina transgender women as well as
other black and Latinx queer individuals in New York City.1 As the show hit airways, it made
history for the largest cast of transgender actors as series regulars. Across social media platforms,
the show has been hailed as a revolution. It highlights the experiences of transgender women of
color through issues surrounding labor, racism, transphobia, antiblackness, classism, and
transmisogyny. Additionally, through the supporting characters, it explores the concerns of gay
black and Latino men regarding, racism, classism, homophobia, and labor. Since there are so few
sources about the lives of black transgender women and gender nonconforming women of color
from the 1980s, this chapter includes a discussion of a current fictional portrayal, which offers a
seemingly accurate depiction of their lives. While the ballroom scene is not exactly the
entertainment industry, I discuss this show as a way to highlight the transgender actors and their
visibility in the entertainment industry.
Elektra Abundance (Dominique Jackson) is poised and dresses like an Upper East Side
socialite. She is the house mother of the House of Abundance and reigning ballroom queen. She
has an arrangement with Dick Ford, a cisgender, rich white man (Christopher Meloni), who
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keeps her well dressed, suited with a private car, and living comfortably with expenses provided
for the House of Abundance. Tension surfaces when she reveals to him her desire to undergo
gender confirmation surgery. He responds, “You know how I feel about that, the woman I have
has always had something extra.” He then issues an ultimatum: she either stays the way she is, or
their arrangement is off. When she decides that having surgery is important to her, she uses the
money from the House of Abundance’s budget, along with money that she stole from a Salvation
Army bucket to cover the surgery. The house disbands, her arrangement with Ford ends, and
Elektra finds herself working in an X-rated peep show for money.
Angel (Indya Moore) desires stability and family. She works in a peep show and as a
streetlight prostitute and is a ballroom queen. She meets Stan (Evan Peters), a cisgender white
married man with children who works at Trump Towers, and they enter a sexual and romantic
relationship. While it would appear that Stan would dictate the terms of the relationship, it is
Angel who calls the shots. She expresses her desire to have a more lavish life. He rents her an
apartment on the Upper West Side. Angel introduces Stan to the ballroom scene, and it proves to
be too much for him to handle. He empties out the apartment and runs back home to his wife and
children.
Damon (Ryan Jamaal Swain) is a young, black, self-conscious, ambitious dancer
balancing dance and school who is disowned and kicked out of his parents’ home in Allentown,
Pennsylvania. His father is unwilling to have anything to do with his gay son. Damon travels to
New York City, where he lives on the street and tries to dance for money. Ricky (Dyllon
Burnside) is a young, black, and charismatic teenager living on the streets of NYC. He meets
Damon and becomes romantically involved with him. Lil Papi (Angel Bismark Curiel) is a
young Puerto Rican orphan and street hustler.
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Pray Tell (Billy Porter) is a fashion designer and ballroom emcee who is diagnosed with
HIV and is a good friend to Blanca (MJ Rodriguez). Blanca is the nexus for the other characters.
She left the House of Abundance because of Elektra’s shrewd attitude and tyrannical behavior, in
addition to her recent HIV diagnosis, which gave her a new lease on life. She set out to start her
own house and family as the house mother of the House of Evangelista. She rents a small
apartment and begins to form her house. She sees Damon dancing and offers him a home while
nurturing his desire to dance; she also brings in Angel and Lil Papi. Seeing Elektra in need and
too proud to ask for help, she brings her into the family’s home and helps her secure employment
as a hostess at an upscale restaurant.
Amongst the family formations, romantic relationships, and HIV diagnoses are the
ballroom scenes, which serves as the backdrop of the show. The ballroom scene is a space for
individuals and duos/groups to compete with certain categories such as Mother of the Year, Pose
and House versus House.2 On the ballroom scene, houses are families with parents and children
and provides a home to transgender and gender nonconforming individuals. According to Bailey,
these categories “are based on the deployment of performative gender and sexual identities,
vogue performance, and the effective presentation of fashion, and physical attributes.”3 The
competitors dress and perform according to the theme of the category for a row of judges who
score base on the execution of the performance. For those who perform exceptionally well, they
receive the highest score possible, bragging rights, and name recognition, “tens across the
board.” Those who fail to impress the judges are “chopped,” receiving low scores.
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Almost three decades ago, prior to the premiere of Pose, the ballroom scene, the
performances, movement, fashions, and its culture were introduced to mainstream audiences
with the seminal documentary, Paris is Burning. One of the most important aspects of the
ballroom scene is the fashions from the different houses that mimic those seen in the fashion
houses of Paris.4 This particular subculture familiarized audiences with a different type of
competition “walking,” in which competitors vie for trophies, name recognition, and costume
across categories like those seen in Pose. In the ballroom, fashion and walking play critical roles
in transforming the ballroom into runways one would see during fashion week from New York
City to Paris. In her essay, “The Vogue of Life,” Tara Susman argues that this is made evident
through “the use of the runway, the restriction of movement to the runway, the concern with
display and evaluation of the most fashionable clothing and blaring music.”5
Another important aspect of the ballroom scene made this subculture visible to
mainstream viewers. Named after the international high fashion and lifestyle magazine, Vogue,
“voguing” draws on a variety of African dance practices and has played an important role in the
ballroom community since the 1980s. In Paris is Burning, performer and fashion designer,
Dorian Corey describes voguing emerged as a way to “throw shade” towards someone rather
than physically fighting them.6 The person who throws the best shade wins the competition.
While voguing emerged through ballroom culture, it was not until Madonna’s video for her song,
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Vogue, released the same year as Paris is Burning (1980), that the dance exploded around the
world. Even though the video was choreographed by House of Xtravanganza members José
Gutiérrez and Luis Camacho Xtravanganza, Madonna became the face of the dance.
Additionally, her lyrics “it makes no difference if you’re black or white, if you’re a boy or girl,”
erased the people who invented the dance and taught it to her. DJ Sprinkles, also known as Terre
Thaemlitz, is a prominent disc jockey and musician and self-defined transgender person who
uses both male and female pronouns instead of gender neutral pronouns such as they because
“gender is never neutral under patriarchy.”7 DJ Sprinkles ends the song, Ball’r (Madonna-Free
Zone), with a speech stating, “When Madonna came out with her hit ‘Vogue,’ you knew it was
over. She’d taken a very specifically queer, transgender, Latino, and African-American
phenomenon and totally erased that context… Madonna was taking in tons of money, while the
queen who actually taught her how to vogue was sitting on a table in front of me, broke.”8 In his
analysis of subcultural practices, “Subculture: The Meaning of Style,” Dick Hebdige argues that
“as soon as the original innovations which signify ‘subculture’ are translated into commodities
and made generally available, they become ‘frozen. Once removed from their private contexts by
the small entrepreneurs and big fashion interests who produce them on a mass scale, they
become codified, made comprehensible, rendered at once public property and profitable
merchandise.”9 Jack Halberstam maintains that mainstream culture within postmodernism should
be defined as the process by which subcultures are both recognized and absorbed, mostly for the
profit of large media conglomerates” and “most of the interest directed by the mainstream media
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at subcultures is voyeuristic and predatory.”10 Through commodification, mainstream culture
appropriates the subculture. As a result, the innovative parts of the subculture that were
commodified becomes visible and a part of mainstream culture.
bell hooks asked the question, “Who gets to tell these stories?” Though Paris is Burning
depicts the ballroom through the perspective of black and Latinx cisgender and transgender
individuals, the film’s director is a white queer woman, Jennie Livingston. In Black Looks, hooks
dedicates a chapter to the documentary entitled, “Is Paris Burning?” She argues that the film
privileges white womanhood, an aesthetic many of the ballroom queens admire and aspire to.
Venus Xtravaganza, a white transgender queen, articulates this adoration, stating, “I would like
to be a spoiled, rich white girl.” This is furthered by many of the black and Latinx ball
participants who favor the likes of white womanhood over black womanhood. This is evident in
the names of houses as well as in performers’ stage names. For example, the House of
Evangelista in Pose is named after model Linda Evangelista.11 This adoration is called out by
Dorian Corey who explains that “black drag queens shunned classic black beauties such as Lena
Horne in favor of white women whose femininity is adored and sought after.” hooks posits, “this
fixation on becoming as much like a white woman as possible implicitly evokes a connection
to…the white male patriarch” which “means there is also the desire to act in partnership with the
ruling class white male.” Beyond the figures in the film, hooks zooms out to focus on the film’s
director, Jennie Livingston, a white lesbian cisgender woman who is also “an outsider looking
in” who “does not oppose” the reverence of white womanhood and instead takes on the position
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of an “imperial oversee[r].” Further, she argues that if Livingston had dared “approached her
subject with greater awareness of the way white supremacy shapes cultural production… perhaps
the film would not so easily have turned the black drag queen into a spectacle for the
entertainment of those presumed to be on the outside of those presumed to be on the outside of
this experience looking in.”12
As the entertainment industry seeks to bring diverse images and experiences on screen,
systemic issues in the industry have failed to address the issue of lack of diversity behind the
cameras, especially among creators and writers. Creative works such as Pose and Paris is
Burning bring forth the question, “Who gets to tell these stories?” This highlights society’s
fixation on authenticity and ownership of narratives. In response to this question, Elizabeth
Cook-Lynn, a Native American cultural studies scholar, answers, “Those who get to tell the
stories are the people that America wants to listen to.”13 Tourmaline, transactivist and filmmaker
reminds us, “Too often, people with resources who already have a platform become the ones to
tell the stories of those at the margins.”14 The notion of authenticity and ownership also draws
attention to questions related to labor and the history of systemic exclusion of marginalized
people from the industry. Should people from past centuries who appear to be transgender but
did not identify as such be excluded from transgender history? This debate is entrenched in the
larger historical pattern of white, cisgender storytellers creating works on communities they are
not a part of. Additionally, white cisgender actors, such as Scarlett Johansson and Matt Bomer,
fulfill roles in which characters are people of color and/or gender nonconforming. In these
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instances, consumers feel that cultural productions do not accurately reflect their point of view or
experiences. For gender nonconforming women of color, this continues the long history of
deeming their bodies unworthy, thus erasing their existence. What Pose does is demonstrate that
trans visibility can be successful. It allows transgender women and gender nonconforming
individuals to be active participants in telling and performing their own narratives. This matters
because these cultural productions shape how people view and think about the world around
them. Whenever a cultural work is built around the perspective of black transgender women and
gender nonconforming women of color, it makes those who relate to these identities feel that
their existence is validated and affirmed from the actors to viewers and those behind the cameras
such as Janet Mock who produces, writes, and directs the show.15 They tell the world that these
perspectives, experiences, and bodies matter. These narratives serve to empower black
transgender women and gender nonconforming women of color because it gives privilege to
their experiences. This chapter seeks to explore the lives of two drag queens and one drag king. I
argue that ballrooms stages served as both visible and invisible spaces where entertainers,
worked to carve out havens for themselves. These venues centered them, allowing them to
express the very identities that respectability politicking from the African American community
as well racism and transphobia from the gay and lesbian community marginalized and erased.
Largely invisible because of their gender expressions and gender identifiers, they made a space
to represent themselves in ways that made them visible. Joan Nestle asserts that these
entertainers “challenged us to cross lines, they did it for us in their presentation, but they made
our imagination explore the potential of leaving gender or playing gender.”16
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Performance Histories
The history of drag balls trace back to Harlem in the 1920s and 1930s at the Hamilton
Lodge. In the 1920s, these interracial drag balls became known as “Faggot Balls” when the press
and general public became aware that attendees were mostly queer individuals.17 These functions
drew thousands of curious spectators who, according to one observer, witnessed, “effeminate
men, sissies, wolves, ‘ferries’, ‘faggots’, the third sex, ‘ladies of the night,’ and male prostitutes”
come together “for a grand jamboree for dancing, love making, display, rivalry, drinking and
advertisement.”18 Amongst those spectators were writers, Charles Henri Ford and Parker Tyler,
who captivated by their experiences, detailed their experiences in The Young and the Evil, a
novel about gay young artists in New York City’s Greenwich Village, as “a scene whose
celestial flavor and cerulean coloring no angelic painter or nectarish poet has ever conceived . . .
lit up like high mass.”19 This illustrative depiction of drag balls was overall positive, however, it
heavily focused on white performers contributions to the Harlem drag ball culture.
The press and scholars have focused on specific performers in the drag ball scene during
the 1920s and 1930s. In Gay New York, George Chauncey discusses one of Harlem’s “noted
faggots” known as the Sepia Gloria Swanson began in the early masquerade ball scene, which
grew out of fraternal clubs and drew huge straight crowds. The Sepia Gloria Swanson started in
Chicago before moving to New York City. Here, in the city where male and female
impersonation was at its peak, Swanson, in the company of artists such as Gladys Bentley,
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became a favorite: “Gangsters and hoodlums, pimps and gamblers, whores and entertainers
showered him with feminine gee-gaws and trappings; spoke of him as ‘her,’ and quite relegated
him to the female’s functions of supplying good times and entertainment.”20 In Bulldaggers,
Pansies, and Chocolate Babies, James Wilson highlights Swanson’s career beyond the
nightclubs and speakeasies as a provocative vaudeville entertainer whose stately and tasteful
appearance and demure dancing did not prepare audiences for “home-breaking, man-stealing”
lyrics, which brought on mixed reactions from spectators, ranging from conjuring rousing
applause to inducing “a sinking sensation in the pit of [one critic’s] stomach.”21 At the same
time, in Chicago, audiences drank gin while their ears enjoyed the ragtime-blues-swing-jazz
performances of Frankie “Half-Pint” Jaxon, who was also a female impersonator. Jim Elledge’s
Boys of Fairy Town, a history of Chicago’s gay community from the mid-1830s through World
War II, profiles Jaxon’s life and career from traveling along the chitlin’ circuit, a string of blackowned performance spaces such as theaters and nightclubs stretching from Memphis to Chicago
and up to Boston, with various performance troupes to his drag performances during Chicago’s
pansy craze, which was a surge in popularity of female impersonation during Prohibition.
Elledge notes that while ephemera such as photographs, newspaper clippings, or diaries of his
drag persona do not exist, his recordings offer glimpses into what those performances were like.
Similar to the raunchy and unrestrained lyrics of Harlem’s blues women, Jaxon’s music was
sexually suggestive, as he often played the role of a woman who repetitiously sang and called out
daddy.22
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Scholars also concern themselves with questions concerning gender, race, and
entertainment. In her essay, “It Jus Be’s Day Way,” Hazel V. Carby argues that while blues
women found success, they were unable to impress some African Americans.23 For these
women, the black women’s club movement and organizations like the National Association for
Colored Women were the cornerstone of black feminist traditions in the early 20th century. The
working-class and poor rural black women found themselves systematically excluded from the
middle-class institutions and were occasionally targeted for racial uplift. Drawing on Carby’s
analysis, Angela Davis argues that these blues women were able to express and address the
concerns and needs of working-class and poor black women who were denied entrance into
middle-class black women’s institutions. In Blues Legacies and Black Feminism, Davis utilizes
the blues to explore the tradition of working-class black feminism that existed alongside the
black middle-class tradition.24 In the quest for “hints of feminist attitudes,” in the lyrics, she
investigates the music of Ma Rainey, Bessie Smith, and to a lesser extent, Billie Holiday. Blues
women like Smith carved out spaces where black working-class people could build a
community. While black women such as Ida B. Wells and Mary Church Terrell worked to
defend black women’s sexual purity (influenced by Victorian sexual mores), Davis states “denial
of sexual agency was in an important respect the denial of freedom for working-class black
women.”25 The privileging of the middle-class in black history is a denial of the role of middleclass and poor black women played in freeing themselves from the limitations forced onto them
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by race, gender, and class; it is also a denial of the blues. Focusing on black American dance
culture through the performances of black women, Jayna Brown is concerned with the ways in
which the transatlantic movement of black women helped them to reclaim their bodies through
performance. In Babylon Girls, Brown explores black women singers, musicians, vaudevillians,
actresses, and comediennes and how they as performers helped to reshape not only African
American but also American culture.26 As performers, black women became possessive over
their own bodies, using them to mesmerize audiences with sensual, rhythmic motions while at
the same time subverting sexual stereotypes such as Mammy and Jezebel.
As scholarship has demonstrated, the notion of fluid gender expressions is as old as
human existence. Additionally, this work has highlighted the popularity of male to female
expressions and performances. While scholarship may not be as extensive, female to male
expressions and performances are traced back to at least the early nineteenth century. Judith
(Jack) Halberstam’s Female Masculinity is one of the first monographs to focus on women
performing masculinity, from lesbian practices during the nineteenth century to contemporary
drag king performers. In the late 19th century, male and female impersonators were popular
working class entertainment, however, during the early 20th century gender impersonation
became conflated with homosexuality thus becoming a threat, leading to strict guidelines on
gender performance in the mainstream.27 Laura Horak’s Girls Will Be Boys explores women in
film who cross-dressed from 1908 until 1934, when the strict Motion Picture Production Code
began regulations against “mannish” women. Horak states that her reason for choosing this
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specific period is due to the sizeable number of women who cross-dressed.28 Gillian Rodger’s
book, Just One of the Boys, is an attempt to produce a genealogy for contemporary drag kings
tracing back to American theatre in the 19th century.29 While these identities have been accepted
in various forms of entertainment, outside this realm, such expressions and identities have not
been embraced.
Our binary society still grapples with acceptance as prejudice and transphobia have
historically excluded gender nonconforming individuals. What has changed is the medical
community realizing that gender identities and expressions are not tied to mental health. Also,
the terminology for defining gender identities and expressions has continually changed over time
to accurately reflect how individuals define and represent themselves.
Phil Black
In his autobiography, The Big Sea, Langston Hughes penned an essay entitled,
“Spectacles in Color,” which details his experience at a drag ball in Harlem during the
Renaissance. He writes:
Strangest and gaudiest of all Harlem spectacles in the ’20s, and still the strangest and
gaudiest, is the annual Hamilton Club Lodge Ball at Rockland Palace Casino. I once
attended as a guest of A’Lelia Walker. It is the ball where men dress as women and
women dress as men. During the height of the New Negro era and the tourist invasion of
Harlem, it was fashionable for the intelligentsia and social leaders of both Harlem and the
downtown area to occupy boxes at this ball and look down from above at the queerly
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assorted throng on the dancing floor, males in flowing gowns and feathered headdresses
and females in tuxedoes and box-back suits.30

Amidst the festivity of the participants donning flowing gowns and tuxedoes, stood Phil Black.
Black gained notoriety in the entertainment industry and on the drag ball scene during the early
to mid-twentieth century. His drag balls caught the attention of average Janes and Joes along the
east coast, along with celebrities domestically and internationally, establishing him as one of the
premiere black female impersonators of the 20th century. While not the first person to host a drag
ball, Phil Black was one of the early pioneers of this culture. When he came along, he in a way
helped the ball culture thrive. These drag balls provided safe spaces for those who bodies, gender
expressions, representations, and identities were deemed unsafe and unnatural to the outside
world. For the duration of a drag ball for the night, amidst the visibility and revelry, they were
comparatively safe to the outside world around them. The ball participants, unapologetic in their
affirmations, presentations, and performances were respected and revered by ball spectators. A
black Harlem drag ball attendee once stated, “They admired us, they were dazzled by us.”31
Although evidence regarding the background and upbringing of Phil Black are limited,
book and ephemera collectors have rare copies of E. Carlton Winford’s Femme Mimics, is a selfpublished pictorial record of female impersonation from antiquity to 1954, the year the book was
published.32 Featuring over 350 photographs of female impersonators, Female Mimics includes
brief profiles of individuals such as Phil Black, who was born in Pittsburgh in the early 1900s.
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By the 1920s, Pittsburgh’s lesbian and gay community had carved out a space for themselves
much like in other urban cultural centers like New York, more specifically, Harlem. Billy
Strahorn’s biographer, W. Lawrence Hogue, highlights Pittsburgh’s subculture, writing, “there
was a quiet, insular gay social scene in Pittsburgh in the 1930s…most of the gay socializing took
place at private homes where there were parties… [or] private clubs on Liberty Street.”33
Building on Kevin Mumford’s concept of “interzones” or “black/white sex districts,” Laura
Grantmyre focuses on black female impersonators in Pittsburgh’s Hill District from 1920-1960.34
She attests that “female impersonators carved out a space for themselves in the Hill by
performing in local nightclubs; by being themselves as they meandered down the neighborhood’s
streets, shopped in its stores and drank in its bars; and by forging personal relationships that
helped transcend stereotypes.”35
According to Winford, in 1924, Black began his female impersonation career when he
and a friend attended and participated in “Cake Walks” in Pittsburgh.36 The two won first place
for best dressed couple, which Black parlayed into a career. Encouraged by friends to be a
professional female impersonator with the proper wardrobe, Black was a regular performer at the
Little Paris Cabaret in the Hill District.37 Positioning the Hill District as an interzone, Grantmyre
asserts that area residents had become accustomed to “interacting with culturally diverse people”
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such as immigrants from Ireland, Germany, Syria, and China as well as African Americans from
the Upper South. After making club appearances for two years, Black performed around the city
in towns like Bradock and Homestead before leaving the Hill District to perform in and around
Atlantic City in 1927.38 During that same year, Black also joined black vaudeville.39
Vaudeville became the nation’s most popular form of entertainment from the late
nineteenth century into the early twentieth century. Michelle Scott describes this form of
entertainment as “Composed of play bills influenced by the comic, but often racist, songs of
blackface minstrelsy, along with popular dance and comedic and novelty acts.”40 Men in drag
played a critical role in all-male minstrel shows. In a similar fashion to masquerading in
blackface and portraying racist caricatures, men performed in female attire and performed as
female characters; oftentimes these portrayals were sexist.41 Due to restrictions placed on black
performers, such as Jim Crow segregation laws, black performers established an unwavering
presence on makeshift stages, tents, and halls.42 In the South, the earliest black vaudeville shows
took place in saloon theatres and park pavilions.43 The white-owned Theatre Owners Booking
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Association (T.O.B.A), wanting to “offer better booking for black performers,” functioned as the
main circuit for all-black vaudeville performers- dancers, singers, musicians, and comedians,
reaching black audiences from the Deep South to the Midwest.44 T.O.B.A, due to low wages,
rundown theatres, and performers having to help set up for performances and feeling like their
interests were not considered, was often referred to as “Tough On Black Artists,” as well as
“Tough on Black Asses.”45
Black entered the black vaudeville tradition when he joined the minstrel show Shufflin’
Sam from Alabam as a female illusionist.46 The musical comedy was hailed as one of the best
shows. Numerous newspaper publications wrote glowing recommendations for the show:

The greatest colored musical comedies ever offered to the jazz loving American public…
[It] comes direct from a year and a half of wonderful success in the East, with the original
cast… [It] is a musical comedy with a plot, offering a thousand laughs, 20 big whistling
hits, a wonderful chorus of Creole Beauties, the greatest comedians, dancers, and singers—
and the celebrated Memphis Blue Demons…The book and lyrics are by Harley Nay, the
greatest colored musical comedy writer, and the music and song hits are by Billy Baskette,
whose jazz numbers have been sung and whistled by the entire country for the past ten
years…The Charleston, an offering by The Charleston Steppers, is the sensation of all
recent dance crazes.47
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Amongst the acts T.O.B.A booked, Shufflin’ Sam from Alabam was arguably the greatest
attraction in America, drawing crowds from Texas to Canada.
Since Shufflin’ Sam from Alabam drew large crowds everywhere the musical travelled,
the beauty industry sought to capitalize off the popularity of the black women in the show. Two
women from the show, actress Gladys May and leading lady Belishes May, appeared in
advertisements promoting the southern based beauty product, Exelento Quinine Pomade, gushing
about the products’ intent and crediting the pomade for them having beautiful hair.48 The black
women in the series of advertisements have long, wavy hair, a physical representation of the
pomade’s declaration, “Kinky hair made to grow long, soft, and silky by using Exelento Quinine
Pomade.”49 In the twentieth century, the beauty industry targeted black women’s hair to
convince them to manipulate its kinky nature to emulate white beauty standards. In Hope in a
Jar, Kathy Peiss argues that between the late nineteenth century and the early twentieth century,
the beauty advertising industry connected cosmetics use with the women’s changing status in
society, which posited that with the right products and effort, beauty could be obtained by any
woman.50 Susannah Walker argues that “Black women’s commercial beauty culture shared in
this transformation, but in doing so, it exposed and often supported racially limited definitions of
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ideal feminine beauty.”51 The products’ promotion of straightened hair alludes to the historical
tension of “good” straight hair versus “bad” kinky hair. Maxine Leeds Craig explains that
straightened hair on black women represented conformity as well as self-presentation.52 While
not featured in any of the advertisements, Black wore wigs that were short and curly challenging
stereotypical notions of black woman’s hair while adhering to society’s physical beauty standard.
This is revealed later as he became the premier female impersonator and female impersonator
ball hostess in Harlem.
After traveling with Shufflin’ Sam from Alabam for five months, Black moved to Harlem,
the epicenter of black culture in the early to mid-twentieth century.53 In 1923, the state of New
York passed a statue, which allowed authorities to arrest someone based on their sexual
orientation. Chauncey explains the law defined homosexuality as disorderly conduct.54 To
enforce the law, New York City police officers went undercover in gay bars to trap men into
offering to take them home and then arresting them for disorderly conduct.55 In Harlem, in
response to anti-gay policing, black gay and lesbian couples would sometimes pose as
heterosexuals sharing furnished rooms or rented apartments. In their article, “Disorderly Houses:
Residences, Privacy, and Surveillance of Sexuality in 1920s Harlem” Stephen Robertson, Shane
White, Stephen Garton, and Graham White assert that while uniformed police officers surveilled
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public spaces such as subway restrooms and streets, while plainclothes officers blended into
crowded places, those officers patrolling for prostitution often brought them into private
residencies.56 On a national level, in 1930 the Motion Picture Producers Inc. and the Distributors
of America Inc. introduced the new Hays Code “to maintain social and community values in the
production of silent, synchronized, and talking motion pictures.”57 Amongst the provisions in the
code, sex perversion was forbidden. The conflation of sexual orientation with gender expression
and representation affected the careers of female impersonators. According to Allan Bérubé,
“female impersonation had gone underground” in places where it was characterized as adult
entertainment such as nightclubs, “queer joints,” and drag balls.58
During the 1930s, the Harlem Renaissance was in decline. However, certain aspects of
Harlem’s entertainment industry thrived such as female impersonation and drag ball culture. He
introduced himself to the New York City entertainment scene as a female impersonator in
Greenwich Village and Harlem by performing for private parties.59 Black made headlines with
other performers in Harlem by putting on “one of the greatest [shows] ever put on at [Elk’s
Rendezvous],” where Harlemites and celebrities “win[ed], din[ed], and danc[ed].”60 As Black’s
career blossomed, one of Harlem’s most beloved female impersonators, the sepia Gloria
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Swanson, died in the spring of 1940.61 A few years after Swanson’s death, Black left New York
City for Montreal, Canada, working for “Rockheads Paradise” for four months. He then returned
to the city to continue his club and party performances.62 By the end of the 1940s, he gained
greater attention by promoting boat rides along the Hudson River during the summer months,
which earned him a forty-two- month engagement at the Mayfair Lounge as well as seasonal
appearances at the Harlem Club in Saratoga Springs.63
Black launched his own female impersonators ball, which flourished for decades to come.
According to Jeffrey Callen, his first ball began in 1945.64 According to an article in The New
York Age, Black’s first drag ball took place on Thanksgiving Day in 1941.65 Black’s female
impersonators ball known as the Funmaker’s Ball took place at the Rockland Palace ballroom
located on 155th Street and Frederick Douglass Avenue.66 Following the Thanksgiving Day ball
in 1957, Leslie Matthews of The New York Age wrote:
There were ladies exhibitionistic belles, unmindful of the night’s chill doffed their minks,
beavers and rabbits and gave the hungry sidewalk onlookers a little of what was in store
for them if they entered Rockland Palace, Thanksgiving night, where the ‘Funmakers’
were staging their 15th annual extravaganza. The ‘girls’ came from all over (there were
two from Mississippi and one from San Diego, Calif.) ‘played’ within the confines of the
auditorium…. Everyone was a celebrity. Attired in expensive frocks and gowns the
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‘girls’ who disliked being called ‘fags,’ had their faces reshaped to photogenic
proportions by new cosmetological techniques. Some were fascinating to watch as the
paraded about the hall as if they were strolling down Champs Elysses…Only the
exclusive set took part although there was a sprinkling of ‘poor girls.’ It was a well
conducted affair and the guests and contestants were well behaved. Phil Black deserves a
bouquet for the annual ball which is entertaining and serves as a melting pot of races.67

The Funmakers’ Ball also attracted doctors who donned expensive gowns, bartenders draped in
gold lamé gowns and gold dusted hairdos, and queer black soldiers, who during World War II
endured segregated military bases, and oftentimes violence from white colleagues, coming home
to Harlem where “their queer identities were subsumed within the more dominant concept of the
Black community.”68 While black servicemen and women from New York had a community to
go home to, their white counterparts sought refuge in homosexual enclaves in San Francisco,
Philadelphia, and Los Angeles. Perhaps some of them sought community in at the Rockland
Palace, contributing to its ‘melting pot of races.’
A set of actions by the government led gays and lesbians to not necessarily hide out, but
to seek out safe havens. In 1943 during World War II, homosexuals were banned in all branches
of the military.69 This ban led to Congress adopting the Uniform Code of Military Justice in
1950, which criminalized homosexual acts and outlined the procedures for discharging queer
soldiers.70 And amid the later Cold War Anti-Communist hysteria in the 1950s was a
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homophobic panic, also known as the Lavender Scare. Since they were easy to blackmail, the
Lavender Scare led to government agencies massively terminating gays and lesbians, as well as
anyone accused of participating in homosexual behaviors and acts. This political climate affected
the ways in which the queer community was publicly viewed and treated. By reporting on queer
black communities during this political climate, the black press sought to inform African
Americans about a possible connection between communism and homosexuality. While the
black press positively reported on drag balls, there were cases of them promoting the idea of a
link between communism and homosexuality. In 1951, Adam Clayton Powell Jr wrote an article
for Ebony, “Sex in the Church,” describing homosexuality as “sex perversion,” “sexual
degeneracy,” “abnormal,” and “unnatural.”71 Reports like these reinforced fears regarding
homosexuals posing a threat to the black community and black families. Black’s drag
masquerade gave black and white attendees and contestants a measure of safety as well as a
sense of belonging. Callen states, “black female and male impersonation came to an abrupt
halt.”72 He posits that while female impersonators like Black steadily worked, the level of
activity was not the same as decades prior. Conceivably, because this area of the entertainment
industry took such a huge hit, Black was able to put on grand well attended affairs.
Black’s feminine persona went against the grain of stereotypical images of black women.
In 1954, Jet reported, “Whenever a certain Harlem private detective agency needs a woman to
trail husbands in divorce cases, they hire female impersonator Phil Black to shadow the
suspect.”73 Black’s persona challenged notions of black womanhood in the same way as Chester
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Himes’s series of Harlem police detective novels (1957-1969), which featured diverse female
characters, often with big hair and vivid clothing that molded to their ample bodies.74 As one of
the most fashionable female impersonators, Black used the skills he acquired in design school to
make his own ball gowns.75 He could also be seen at his drag balls wearing gowns gifted to him
by people like Josephine Baker, who sent him a gown from Paris.76
While Black sought to dispel stereotypical notions of black womanhood, he also played
into beauty standards, especially in regard to body size. In the Bonnie and Semoura Clark black
vaudeville photographs and ephemera at Yale University’s Beinecke Library is a triptych of Phil
Black. The first photograph shows him in a suit and hat, while the other two are of his female
alter ego, Cora Black, in dresses, wigs, heels, and makeup. Even though these photographs do
not show it, Black was also viewed as “one of the largest in the business,” weighing 206 pounds
and sporting “size ten women’s shoes.”77 At his annual Thanksgiving night Funmaker’s Ball,
body size stipulations are mandated for the half million-dollar grand prize. Jet reported that
Black ruled “no contestants…weigh over 150 pounds or wear falsies that measure more than 42
inches around the bust.”78 These stipulations allude to the conversations between the white press
and black press and their warring ideas of women’s bodies and what was considered to be
desirable.79 In the 1950s and 1960s, fashion magazines and Hollywood presented two different
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body types that dominated white American women’s ideas of beauty: hyper-skinny models like
Twiggy and curvaceous buxom pin-up girls like Marilyn Monroe. For black America, magazines
like Ebony, sought to let the country know that black is beautiful, challenging the dominating
white images plastered on screens and magazines, while also demonstrating that curvy and
slender body types were desirable and beautiful. In her book, Reducing Bodies, Elizabeth
Matelski discusses the conversation between the black and white press, stating, “African
American magazines told their readers that the well-rounded and curved figure was regaining
popularity, whereas white periodicals warned that fashion magazines only desired rail-thin
beauties.”80
As a female impersonator, Black took advantage of various labor opportunities in the
1950s. Black responded to a director’s call for a black actress to play the role of a maid in a
summer tent show.81 At the time, such roles were often the only ones available to black women
in the entertainment industry, particularly Hollywood. According to Jet, Black showed up in
women’s clothing and successfully auditioned for the part after which he revealed his male
identity.82 No further information is given regarding whether or not his reveal caused him to lose
the role. If he lost the role, it might have reflected how female impersonators of the time were
regulated to the underground entertainment industry. If he had taken the role, it could re-enforce
racial and gender stereotypes of black women. Black women fulfilling roles as domestic laborers
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(both in real life and in fictitious works- art imitating life) are cultural representations of the
caricatures, Mammy and Sapphire. In Black Feminist Thought, Patricia Hill Collins describes the
mammy figure as a “faithful, obedient servant.”83 The black maid, like the role Black auditioned
for, was no doubt a mammy figure much like the character in Gone with the Wind, a depiction of
Black women as “overweight, asexual and unthreatening servants, hypermaternal if not
ultrafeminine.”84 Additionally, the Sapphire stereotype constructs “black women as overbearing,
masculine, and emasculating” and to further justify this depiction, black women characters are
portrayed by male actors, “deriding black women as violations of dominant beauty ideals and
femininity.”85 Together, these stereotypes seek to exclude black women from ideas and meanings
of beauty, femininity, and womanhood.
Black remained on the drag ball scene until the end of his life, despite the decline of
female impersonation. In the 1950s, black periodicals continued to publish articles, statements,
and photos of Black’s drag balls and discussed the interracial mingling at the annual event. By
the early 1970s, another black periodical, Sepia, a short-lived magazine, reported that white
people were taking over the predominantly black cultural tradition of the drag ball scene.86 No
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evidence has surfaced of Phil Black’s death. However, many in the queer community speculate
that he died in 1975. At this time, female impersonation resurged in the gay liberation era
following the Stonewall Rebellion. As a tribute to Black’s drag balls, in 1958, the New York Age
published a poem entitled, “The Gay Girls,” by Lancelot Evans:
Twas the night of Thanksgiving and all over town,
The ‘girls’ were preparing for Rockland hoedown.
They preened and purred before mirrors with care
Paying special attention to wig curls, and hair.
Chests were enhanced with falsies stacked high,
And hips were expanded, deceiving the eyes.
Lips and eyes got the feminine attention,
‘Cause the ‘gals’ aimed to make the affair
A screeching convention.
Now dressed in the sack, chemise and chic shoes
The ‘girls’ paraded like an Orbbach review.
By buses, subway and taxies they came
The dark ones, the white ones of cute first names.
There were Yvonne, Gloria, Genevieve, and Jane,
Michele, Marguerete, Melinda, Elaine.
Oh man, you should see the tripping into that dance
A Rockland Casino interracial romance.
Later in the evening when mascara ran black
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The ‘girls’ minced home, a bunch of sad sacks.87
This poem serves as a testament to the legacy of Phil Black, a pioneer on the drag ball scene in
New York City. As this sector was affected by the decline of the Harlem Renaissance, the Great
Depression, and the end of Prohibition, Black refused to give into these circumstances. He
refused to allow the tradition to decline. He refused to allow the government and white
subculture to take over and erase the black faces and bodies from this tradition. In addition to his
grandiose interracial affairs, his self-made fashions and determination made him the belle of his
own ball. While Black dominated queer nightlife in New York City, Elton Paris dazzled
audiences in San Francisco.
Elton Paris
In an 1952 article, “The Truth About Female Impersonators,” Jet asked, “What makes a
man put on a woman’s clothes and parade in public as a female?” “Why do audiences get a kick
out of female impersonators?” It investigated the reasons for this phenomenon.88 The article
explored gender expression and sexual orientation, sometimes conflating the two by imposing
the terms transvestite and gay for men who wear women’s clothing for drag balls and nightclub
performances. The article discussed men dressed in women’s clothing such as male Harvard
University students performing male and female roles; the French film Grand Illusion where
WWI prisoners dress up and perform the can-can dance; and in the case of two Harlem men who
dressed up as women to lure men into hotels where they robbed them.89 In their investigation of
female impersonation, the magazine argued that female impersonators exist simply because they
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are comfortable in women’s clothing, which for them is evident on Halloween night when men,
whose day jobs range from truck drivers to doctors, splurge on gowns. Quoting one
“transvestite,” the magazine wrote that this night was “the only time of year that [they] can
assume the role for [they are] best fitted… [dressed] as a woman… cram[ming] their hefty feet
into tiny shoes.”90 The article concludes that while the biggest shows had closed, succumbing to
the censorship and the homophobic hysteria of the time, female impersonators headlined
nightclubs where “their entertainment fare continue[d] to hold a curious grip in a thrill-seeking
public.”91 Amongst those headliners was Elton Paris. In Rebels, Rubyfruit, and Rhinestones,
James Sears states, “Among the few African American impersonators to gain notoriety were
Elton Paris and Phil Black.”92 As a drag queen, Paris put on performances that embodied the
camp culture, a style that favors exaggeration, displayed in the drag ball scene.93
Elton Paris was born Felton Harris on May 12, 1922 in New Orleans, Louisiana, to Fred
Harris and Mary Jackson.94 Harris was raised in New Orleans during Prohibition and his family
experienced the effects of the Great Depression. According to Femme Mimics by Carl Winford,
when Harris’ parents died, he was left in the care of his grandmother and the two lived in
Oakland, California until her death.95 After completing high school, he moved to San Francisco
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where he lived until the second world war.96 According to his draft card, Charity Hospital in
New Orleans was his place of employment. 97 The hospital was established as a medical
institution in 1736; it was the only hospital in the city as well as the parishes of southwestern
Louisiana dedicated to the needs of uninsured and low-income patients. However, due to paltry
funding and damages from stormy weather, the building had to be rebuilt in the 1830s. After the
rebuilding, the hospital remained a fixture in the community throughout the early twentieth
century.98 Harris unable to enlist due to a heart condition, worked at the Oakland Army Base.99
It was during World War II that he began his career as a female impersonator, performing
for soldiers in United Service Organizations (USO) shows. According to Bérubé, there were
female impersonators in USO shows and Paris was one of them.100 As USO shows grew, he
incorporated female impersonation to his acts, donning a forming fitting dress and an army
fatigue cap on his head, drawing laughter from soldiers.101 In 1943, President Franklin Delano
Roosevelt wanted to boost morale and recreational activities for military personnel. In response
to this request, Mary Shotwell Ingraham, the women’s adviser to the War Department, helped to
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launch the USO.102 Founded as a subsidiary of the USO, Camp Shows Inc. were created “to
produce professional quality shows with volunteers from the entertainment world.”103 The USO
Camp Shows, much like the armed forces they provided entertainment for, were racially
segregated during the war. In her discussion of “All-Girl” bands in the 1940s, Sherrie Tucker
posits that while white soldiers enjoyed and delighted in performances by high profile
entertainers, black soldiers were not invited. Instead they had to wait, either for a later show
staged specifically for them or until the arrival of “a Negro unit of the USO-Camp Shows.”104
Although the USO-Camp Shows were created to provide quality entertainment, black soldiers
complained that major black bands of the day, such as those led by Duke Ellington, Cab
Calloway, and Lionel Hampton, were not featured artists overseas.105 Furthermore, black
entertainers were paid less than their white counterparts, and posters advertising black acts were
filled with minstrel images.106 The black press pressured the USO to live up to its mission of
quality entertainment and extend it to black soldiers by reporting on the lack of adequate acts, as
well as on insufficient resources and facilities for black artists. Additionally, during USO shows,
white beauties were featured to “promote the image of the Girl Back Home.”107 But the USO did
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not send enough black women entertainers to area where black soldiers were stationed.108 In
1947, the USO disbanded; the Korean War had started it again.
Following his USO performances, Harris launched a successful female impersonation
career, working under the name Elton Paris. He accepted an offer to perform in the Astor House
Hotel in Vallejo, California. This engagement led to performances at venues in San Francisco
such as the Latin Gardens, Swing Club, Emanon, the Long Bar, and the Beige Room. The Beige
Room, which had opened in 1951 on 831 Broadway, featured female impersonation acts while
servicing a queer clientele, encouraging the performers and audiences to mingle. According to
Boyd, this intermingling led to the bar serving as a venue for after-hours clubs and parties.109 He
then accepted engagements at the Elk’s Club and Wolfe’s Club in Oakland before a two-year
stint at the Singapore Room in the Lincoln Hotel in Stockton, California.110 If Black was known
as one of the largest in the industry, Paris was billed as the tallest, standing somewhere between
6’4” and 6’6”.111 An example of Paris’s success is evident in a request made by soldiers in the
early-to-mid 1950s. While black soldiers during WWII were vocal about the lack of black
women entertainers, especially those there for the sake of reminding men of the “girl back
home,” soldiers stationed at Fort Richardson near Anchorage, Alaska, requested the presence of
their favorite pinup girl, Elton Paris, only to be shocked, if not totally embarrassed, that their
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dream girl was a female impersonator.112 This sentiment was echoed when he embarked on a
four-month engagement at the “Gay 90s Club” located in Milwaukee, Wisconsin.113 According
to Winford, “It was here that he was told that his ‘stage presence’ and showmanship almost let
his audience forget that he was a female impersonator and not the female whose role he
played.”114
Throughout the 1960s, Paris headlined another nightclub in the city, Finocchio’s.
Finocchio’s, located at 506 Broadway, was opened as a speakeasy and Bohemian café during
Prohibition by an Italian immigrant, Joseph Finocchio.115 Observing that female impersonators
drew the biggest crowds, while a queer clientele constantly packed the place, Finocchio saw that
female impersonators “generated revenue for the club in the waning style of Barbary Coast
bawdy houses in that male customers were willing to purchase the attention of female
impersonators for the inflated price of a couple of drinks.”116 Furthermore the club “blended
queer entertainments with a culture of sex trade and prostitution.”117
Paris’s queer entertainment performance style and routine included song, dance, and
comedy. In one of the first academic studies of drag culture, Mother Camp by anthropologist,
Esther Newton states that the first months to a year of a female impersonators’ career is the
“break-in glamour period” where they are “married to the mirror” before they “tend to specialize
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in certain recognized types of acts… dancing, singing, glamour, and comedy.”118 The photo that
accompanies the Jet magazine article of Paris performing for GIs in Alaska depicts him as a
glamorous performer, standing tall in an elegant blouse tucked into a long skirt while wearing
heels, suggesting that he could have begun his career with a “break-in glamour period.”119 His
photographs in Femme Mimics depict Paris as glamorous in long gowns, shoes, and jewelry.
Additionally, in in profile in this book, it states, “His wardrobe consists of five gowns, four pairs
of shoes, two wigs, and $175 worth of jewelry...plus all the ‘props’, such as hip pads, ‘warpaint’
and ‘falsies.’120 To keep his appearance fresh, Paris changed his wardrobe every fifteen months.
However, he has stated in interviews that he shunned glamourous sequined gowns, hosiery, and
feathers in favor of clothing that highlighted his comedy.121 Fans laughed at his jokes and
thoroughly enjoyed his song and dance routines while “oohing and aahing” over his glamorous
“spectacular wardrobe.”122 Parts of this spectacular wardrobe were acquired while vacationing in
New York when he dropped $2,500 on evening gowns for his nightclub performances.123 Also
included in this wardrobe were a pair of fur Mukluks (soft boots made from the fur and skin of a
variety of animals), gifted to him by fans from Alaska, which he wore in place of his typical
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tennis shoes during his routines.124 In an article entitled, “Elton Paris Prefers Droll Humor
Outfits,” The Times in San Mateo, California describes his clothing as “tennis shoes, a skirt and
sweater and sunglasses” and “horned-rimmed glasses.”125 After being in the business for over a
decade, Paris began to change his thoughts about glamour, which changed his appearance. In the
late 1960s, speaking on his onstage appearance, Paris told the San Francisco Examiner, “It took
me a while to get serious about lipstick and make-up, and for a long time I wore no hosiery; I
painted my legs to give them a stockinged look… I’m far from the glamourous type; the other
fellas are more convincing at that.”126 As an effeminate man, Paris became a female
impersonator to make a living as career opportunities were limited because of race and sexuality
based discrimination.
As Paris gained notoriety, his onstage persona and gender expressions drew concerns
regarding his sexuality. In an interview with the San Francisco Examiner, Paris was asked
whether his gender performances and expressions were indicative of his sexual preference. He
stated, “Because I dress as a woman doesn’t mean I’m a homosexual nor does it necessarily
mean I’m a transvestite. Ours is a fine art that has been practiced since the beginning of time in
Shakespeare, in the Orient with Kabuki dancers, and even with Tony Curtis and Jack Lemon in
‘Some Like it Hot’.”127 Sharon Ullman asserts, “Reporters sought out markers of gender that
might make sense to audiences might, explain how a man who so brilliantly embodied femininity
could actually still be a man… If one could identify a man’s private sexual behaviors, one could
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establish his gender identity with certainty. Sexual practice could be ‘read’ through public
presentation and gender could be ascertained.”128 Jet magazine’s interrogation of gender
performances and its link to sexual orientation demonstrates how audiences, specifically men,
react to female impersonators. For example, one of the shows the article mentions discusses the
interaction with the crowd and the performer, which the performer (not Paris) tells the crowd,
“Dearies don’t you take on like that with me. Where was you last night? It was no woman you
was with.”129 Paris had another way of dealing with such responses. He told Jet that he was in
the process of writing a book that would drop the names of prominent men who made passes at
him thinking he was a woman; however, the book did not come to fruition.130 By threatening to
write a tell-all book, Paris sought to demonstrate two things. First, his gender performance was
not a reflection of sexual deviancy. Second, a man’s sexual proclivities in private are not
reflected in his appearance. For example, men in dresses are not necessarily gay, while men in
suits can be gay. Paris explains, “It is an art. We are offering just another form of entertainment,
but the laymen have formulated other ideas sometimes out of proportion to the truth.”131 His
displays challenged audiences to re-imagine gender conventions and daring them to suspend
their rigid definitions of gender. His success in constructing gendered performances,
demonstrates gender as fluid and dynamic. More importantly, his downplaying of his sexuality
was a strategy of survival to minimize sexual discrimination, if not avoid it all together.

128

Sharon R. Ullman, “The Twentieth Century Way”: Female Impersonation and Sexual Practice in Turn-of-theCentury America,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 5 no. 4 (1995); 574.
129

“The Truth About Female Impersonators,” Jet, October 2, 1952, 28.

130

“New York Beat,” Jet, September 23, 1954, 64.

131

“My Fellas Conduct Themselves in a Ladylike Manner,” San Francisco Examiner, January 1, 1967, 208.

213

While his onstage presence conflicted with society’s rigid notions of manhood, his
offstage attire embodied his version of black manhood. The height of his popularity coincided
with the Black Power Movement. The Black Panther Party was founded in 1966 in Oakland,
California. This was an era in which ideas and definitions of black manhood were shaped by
literature, politics, art, culture, music, and aesthetics. It was an era in which James Brown’s voice
rattled speakers when he shouted, “Say It Loud, I’m Black and I’m Proud” and when Memphis
sanitation workers on strike adapted the slogan, “I AM A MAN!” In The Autobiography of
Malcolm X, Malcolm X called for black men to wear their hair the way it grows rather than
straightening it. As a result, the afro become not only a popular hair style among blacks, it
become a symbol of resistance, pride, and blackness. At the same time, black men’s fashion was
influenced by the Black Panther Party and blaxploitation heroes like Shaft, with signature pieces
such as black leather jackets, black turtlenecks, dashikis, berets, and sunglasses, all representing
and expressing black masculinities.132 In the 1960s, Paris often donned an afro during his
performances, but in photos he is out of character and in “male attire.” His hair is cut short and
straightened. He is wearing suits and sometimes a tie, a look reminiscent of Malcolm X.133 Elton
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Paris’s offstage attire demonstrates how he ‘passed’ through his everyday life by constructing a
heteronormative appearance. Through clothes, he was able to experiment with fashion to tailor
masculinity to assimilate into a society that has historically conflated clothing with sexual
orientation. The suits he wore that epitomized black manhood in the 1960s were utilized to as a
survival strategy within heteronormative frameworks.
In the 1970s, San Francisco also embraced the gay liberation movement. On June 28,
1970, the city’s activists staged a “Gay-In,” and planned and participated in a march down Polk
Street, which later became San Francisco Pride.134 While this happened to commemorate the
Stonewall Rebellion, it was also a way to forge a separate history from New York to demonstrate
there was a history before the rebellion and outside of New York City. In 1977, Harvey Milk
became the city’s first openly gay politician when he was elected as a member of the San
Francisco Board of Supervisors, a legislative body within the government; Milk was later
assassinated by Dan White, a former board member, because he did not support White being
reappointed to the board.135 In 1978, artist Gilbert Baker designed and raised the Rainbow flag,
known as the Pride Flag, which has become a symbol for queer pride.136
In the mid-to-late 1970s, people began to speculate on the whereabouts of Paris. After
being a staple at Finocchio’s for nearly two decades, he was no longer on the nightclub’s show
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bill, leading to the Sacramento Observer to question, “Has he retired?”137 In 1975, Jet reported
that after being an entertainer for thirty years, Elton Paris, the “zany and popular comedian,”
went into the real estate business in Southern California, working as Felton Harris.138 In 1982,
the magazine published a write up on Harris’ dealings and whereabouts stating, that the wealthy
businessmen Harris and his romantic partner, Jim Nabors (not the actor), enjoyed their visits to
the state of Washington and Vancouver, Canada.139 The following year, Jet reported that Harris
and Nabors as well as a friend, Betty Fairfax, travelled to Europe to celebrate Jim’s retirement
from the school system.140 This was the last time the magazine wrote about him. On September
11, 2007, Felton Harris died in Maricopa, Arizona.141 Elton Paris’s legacy lies in his
performances. As a nightclub drag queen, he made spectators laugh while simultaneously
challenging them to examine their own assumptions while also rethinking how they felt about
gender. As female impersonation began to re-surge, a new generation of female impersonators
and drag queens emerged to soak up the spotlight. Paris stepped away from the stage leaving a
legacy as one of the most glamorous and forgotten drag queens of the 20th century.
Stormé DeLarverie
In 1954, Jet published an essay, “Women Who Pass for Men.”142 The featured story
profiled a “spectrum” of women who had lived as men stating, these “part-time men… who for
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various reasons reject[ed] feminine roles and… compete[ed] with men for jobs- and other
women.”143 The article cited a young Harlem woman who rejected her womanhood to embrace a
“man-like existence,” which included attending “stag parties” and partaking in jokes making fun
of “silly, gullible women.”144 The article asserts that masculine women pose a problem; the
public, specifically, science and medicine, find it difficult to understand them. In Female
Masculinity, Jack Halberstam argues that masculinity is not found in just the white male body, so
one can “conceptualize masculinity without men,” thus distinguishing and understanding the
difference between male masculinity and female masculinity.145
In the entertainment industry, women who perform masculinity, to varying degrees, have
acquired various terms in different eras to define their performance identities, such as male
impersonator, drag butch, and drag king. Halberstam distinguishes between male impersonators
and drag kings, noting one major difference being how long they have existed. Male
impersonation is a theatrical genre that has been around for over 200 years, whereas drag king
personas are a recent phenomenon, as drag king culture became a “subcultural phenomenon” in
the 1990s. Newton introduces the drag butch identity as a “recognized part of the [male
impersonation] profession,” although they seemed to be few in number.146 Halberstam posits that
while male impersonation and drag king performances do not necessarily denote lesbianism, the
drag butch indeed does. This persona is “a woman who wears male attire as part of her quotidian
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gender expression.”147 One such performer in the 20th century who embodies the image and
persona of the drag butch is Stormé DeLarverie. The entertainment industry offered limited
space for women who crossed gender lines. The idea of women performing masculinity was
more difficult for society to accept due to notions and meanings of power, making male
impersonators more threatening than female impersonators. Women performing masculinity
deny society boxing them into traditional roles. The notion of women performing masculinity is
threatening to rigid notions of manhood because they could be taken seriously as men, thus
causing a shift in power. These displays of masculinity not only posed a challenge to curious
observers, but also drew them in with their charisma.
Stormé DeLarverie was born Kimara Stormé DeLarverie in 1920 in New Orleans,
Louisiana. She celebrated December 24th as her birthday due to the circumstances of her birth.148
Her parents were a wealthy white father and a black mother who worked for his family.149 In an
interview, she discussed her parents moving to California, since it was illegal in Louisiana for
interracial couples to marry.150 She, however, was raised by foster parents who provided her with
“an adventuresome life” by helping her to become “an accomplished equestrienne” during her
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childhood.151 To escape the bullying she endured by the neighborhood kids, her foster father sent
her away to school. She eventually joined the Ringling Bros. Circus as a teenager, performing
side saddle jumping tricks, but a fall, resulting in a few fractured bones, ended her equestrian
days.152 According to a friend of hers, Delarverie was not issued a birth certificate because she
was born mixed-race or Creole.153 In her consideration of Creole identities, Carolyn Vellenga
Berman asserts that following Reconstruction, Creole as a racial identifier became problematic
for the state of Louisiana and as a result, New Orleans started a campaign of “‘race-flagging’ and
withholding birth certificates” in order to “police the boundaries of its officially white
population.”154 Since the Colonial era, the debates over Creole identity have been hotly
contested. Historically, the term was used to describe enslaved Africans dispersed throughout the
New World and also to define “pure white blooded” native Louisianians who descended from
French and Spanish pioneers; more recently, the definition of Creole includes native-born
Louisianians, regardless, of race as well as Creole people of color in New Orleans.155 Marcus
Bruce Christian, New Orleans poet and writer, defended Creole as being “specifically defined as
mixed-race descent.”156 Exploring racial and cultural identities among Creoles of color in New
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Orleans, Nikki Dugar demonstrated a conflict amongst this group as evident in the phrase, “I am
too white to be black and too black to be white.”157 Although light enough to pass for white,
DeLarverie identified as black to honor her mother.158
The year 1939 was significant in a number of ways. It signaled the end of the Depression
and the onset of World War II. Since racial discrimination and segregation were daily realities
for African Americans, when America entered the war, they enlisted in droves with victory on
their minds. The Pittsburgh Courier orchestrated the “Double V campaign”: victory against
fascism abroad and victory against racism at home. The campaign became a rallying cry for
blacks inside and outside the armed services who demanded full integration and access to
citizenship. For Stormé DeLarverie, this was the year she entered show business when she
performed as a singer for big bands using the stage name Stormy Dale. Big Bands originated in
the early 20th century and dominated the jazz scene during the economic depression through the
forties, offering “harmless fun or escapist release” in the swing era.159 Additionally, the swing
era is known as “that remarkable period in American musical history when jazz was synonymous
with America’s popular music, its social dances, and its musical entertainment.”160
In this era, women gained visibility as vocalists rather than as instrumentalists. Historian
David Stowe points out that they were viewed by many musicians, fanatics, and critics at the
time as “unfortunate concessions to commercial taste, ornaments who added nothing to the music
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and usually detracted from it.”161 Kristin A. McGee argues “the predominance of certain
feminine stereotypes constricted female musicians and bandleaders.”162 Sherrie Tucker asserts
that black and white women were integral to the era as they offer a unique discourse on the
intersection of race, gender, labor, and nation in the struggle for integration.163 As vocalists in the
jazz and swing era, women “brought the blues into jazz and pioneered a new style of vocal
performance.”164 All of the big bands of the time featured vocalists, but not all of them gained
recognition like Billie Holiday, who sang and recorded “Strange Fruit” in 1939. Of those lesserknown vocalists was Stormy Dale, who toured with big bands and at one point had her own band
where she was the featured vocalist.165 For three years, she performed at the Royal American
Show, which was founded by Carl Sedlmayr and was one of the nation’s largest carnivals.166 The
era of swing declined and eventually ended in the mid-1940s due to a number of factors, such as
the war and the 1942 Musicians Union Strike, which resulted in a number of big bands
dispersing and vocalists branching out on their own, making a name for themselves.167 Even still,
a number of big bands survived the swing era. Given the lack of source material, it is hard to tell
whether Stormy Dale and her band continued to perform and travel. When she re-emerged in
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postwar America in the 1950s, she dropped her stage name, going by her middle and last names
and with a masculine new look.
In January 1955, Stormé DeLarverie joined the performance troupe the Jewel Box Revue
as the musical arranger, stage manager, and the emcee. The Jewel Box Revue was founded by
Doc Benner and Danny Brown in 1939 in a gay bar in Miami, the Jewel Box, the predecessor to
the musical La Cage Aux Folles.168 Running through 1975, the performance troupe was one of
the longest running gay touring entertainment companies, as well as one of the few racially
integrated ones, treating audiences to live singing, lavish costumes, and comedic sketches in
Canada, Mexico, and the United States, performing at venues like the Copacabana and Radio
City Music Hall.169 Due to homophobia and Jim Crow laws in the early to mid-twentieth century,
the Jewel Box Revue mostly toured black theaters such as the Regal Theater (Chicago), Uptown
Theater (Philadelphia), Royal Theater (Baltimore), Howard Theater (Washington, D.C), and the
Apollo Theater (New York City), which made up the chitlin’ circuit. The chitlin’ circuit
originated in the 1920s when TOBA put on productions for black audiences in venues across the
South, Midwest, and Eastern coast.170
In An Evening at the Garden of Allah, Don Paulson and Roger Simpson assert, “The
Jewel Box Revue could be viewed as an early gay organization-- gays, lesbians, bisexuals, and
transgenders in financial, artistic, and social partnership… the Revue kept up the early gay
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community focused on who they were.”171 Who they were was reflected in how they advertised
themselves. In ephemera for the troupe’s performances, the Jewel Box Revue billed itself as “25
Men and a Girl.”172 This particular billing was a part of the act in a later portion of their shows in
which during a musical number, “A Surprise with A Song,” audiences tried to figure out which
performer was the cisgender woman. It was during this number that DeLarverie revealed herself
as the troupe’s “girl.”173 In a review of the Jewel Box Revue for the New York Mirror, Frank
Quinn remarked, “A surprise in the finale… has Stormé DeLarverie[sic] revealed as the only
‘Miss’ in the company. Another review invited spectators to see the “Boy-ological experts.”174
Stormé sings the production songs in a rich baritone.”175 Even though audiences were surprised
that the masculine emcee with a baritone voice was a woman, she maintained that Stormy Dale
and Stormé DeLarverie had the same mannerisms, movements, and vocals, stating, “All I did
was cut my hair and change [clothes]. I walk the same, I talk the same. And it took me a long
time and I paid the price for it… the funny thing was, I never moved any different when I was in
women’s clothes.”176 Stormé: Lady of the Jewel Box filmmaker Michelle Parkerson described
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DeLarverie as someone who brought “a distinctive style and fashion sense to the mystique of
male impersonation- à la Harry Belafonte.”177
Seeking to capture her style and sense of fashion, a friend of DeLarverie, the
photojournalist Diane Arbus wanted to introduce readers of Harper’s Bazaar to her, as well as
four other “singular people who appear further out than we do; beckoned, not driven; invented by
belief; each the author and hero of a real dream by which our own courage and cunning are
tested and tried; so that we may wonder all over again what is veritable and inevitable and
possible and what it is to become whoever we may be.”178 The editor-in-chief at the time, Nancy
White, felt that Arbus’ photoessay, “The Full Circle,” was not an interesting subject for readers
of the magazine, stating that she did not understand Arbus’ “preoccupation with grotesques and
deviates.”179 White initially refused to publish the photoessay in the magazine’s November 1961
issue, but agreed to do so with one condition: the photo and its accompanying essay, “The Lady
Who Appears to be A Gentleman,” could not be included. The fashion industry was tied to
traditional gender norms before the androgynous model Twiggy came onto the scene in the mid1960s and the late 1960s counterculture. The photograph that White refused to publish depicts
DeLarverie sitting cross-legged on a park bench, her hair cut short and dressed in a man’s suit,
tie, and dress socks and shoes.180 White argued that the photo was “too disconcerting for Bazaar
reader’s.”181 Interestingly, DeLarverie embodied what the high fashion industry was looking for-
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a conventionally attractive, thin, and stylish model. While Harper’s Bazaar had an issue
publishing a photograph of DeLarverie, the February 8, 1962 issue of Jet, featured her as one of
the magazine’s “Week’s Best Photos” depicted with a pipe in her mouth and dressed in a man’s
shirt, tie, checkered blazer, and slacks.
As the Jewel Box Revue continued to travel and perform, reviews remained relatively
positive. However, as homophobia raged on, they faced constant backlash. In 1962, the City
Council of Reno, Nevada, declared that men should be prohibited from female impersonation,
directly citing the Jewel Box Revue shows as not only replacing bare bosom shows, but also
“attract[ing] a very undesirable element to Reno.”182 The council passed an ordinance by a 5-to-1
vote prohibiting shows that featured men impersonating women. It stated, “Bare bosoms are
okay in Reno but chorus girls must be girls,” suggesting that a woman’s sexuality and body on
display for the consumption of a heterosexual male audience is perfectly fine.183 Any
establishment in violation of the ordinance would be subjected to their liquor license being
revoked.184 A representative for the Riverside Hotel in Reno stated that the performance troupe
would finish scheduled performances, describing them as the “tongue-in-cheek” variety, which
“excluded it from provisions of the ordinance.”185 Assistant City Attorney of Reno, Glen W.
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Dilly, attended a Jewel Box Revue show, remarking that it “did not appear to be vulgar or
obscene but in my opinion, it did violate the city ordinance.”186
In the 1960s, while still apart of the Jewel Box Revue, DeLarverie took a couple of hits,
personally and professionally. In 1962, Jet reported that DeLarverie was seeking an annulment in
Los Angeles after nine years of marriage. She cited not being provided with a home, love, and
children, stating, “I would just like this marriage to be at an end. I’ve been patient long
enough.”187 Two years later, protesters picketed outside the Apollo Theater. On March 14, 1964,
Harlemites, upset over the troupe’s presence in Harlem, carried signs saying that the performers
were “the dregs and drags of society.”188 This protest did not stop the show. Spectators packed
the theater to standing room only that night and for the shows throughout its run. Former Apollo
theater manager Bobby Schiffman stated that the “community enjoyed the show,” although it
was “a most unusual show. It was something that was away from the normal fare of the Apollo.
It was glamorous. It was good family entertainment. It was wholesome. There was nothing
sleazy about it. It was a show that people came back to see time and time again.”189 Even though
the Reno ordinance and the Harlem protest did not affect attendance, they demonstrate how
many observers may have linked such performances with sexual deviancy. Jet reported that
despite backlash from black nationalists who felt “the show did a great disservice to black
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manhood” by “showcasing artist of dubious gender,” the Apollo continued to book the Revue.190
The black nationalist activism highlighted an aversion to the interracial performance troupe’s
display of black manhood, with black men as female impersonators. Parkerson declared that
women who place on their bodies the “attire of power and privilege and doing it with such grace,
is very threatening… This power shift is especially disconcerting when embodied by a black
woman.”191
Several years later, the queer community, fed up with the harassment, had enough. On the
evening of June 28, 1969, police raided New York City’s Stonewall Inn. There are varying
accounts regarding who in the queer community started fighting back first against the police. Of
the patrons at the bar, DeLarverie was present at the time of the raid. Many attribute Marsha P.
Johnson with throwing the first brick, but Miss Major Griffin-Gracy has disputed all claims that
it was Johnson. Sylvia Rivera has also been cited as playing a role in sparking the riots; Rivera
has since refuted these claims. However, it appears to be DeLarverie who began fighting back
against the cops. She has identified herself as the lesbian who was beaten by police, which
sparked others to fight back, according to a 2010 interview.192 When the police showed up, they
expected patrons to disperse as they normally did. But that night they did not. During her
remarks at a “Stonewall Symposium,” Delarverie recalled:
The cops were parading patrons out of the front door of The Stonewall at about two o'
clock in the morning. I saw this one boy being taken out by three cops, only one in
uniform. Three to one! I told my pals, ‘I know him! That's Williamson, my friend Sonia
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Jane's friend.’ Williamson briefly broke loose but they grabbed the back of his jacket and
pulled him right down on the cement street. One of them did a drop kick on him. Another
cop senselessly hit him from the back. Right after that, a cop said to me: ‘Move faggot,’
thinking that I was a Gay guy. I said, “I will not! And, don't you dare touch me.” With
that, the cop shoved me and I instinctively punched him right in his face. He bled! He
was then dropping to the ground-- not me!193
In a 2008 interview with Curve Magazine, DeLarverie stated that she was clubbed in the face
and received fourteen stitches as a result. After this altercation, the crowd began fighting the
police, using whatever they had or could find.194 Identifying herself as the person who first
fought back challenges the concealed roles and historical erasure of the black transgender and
gender nonconforming individuals as well as black lesbians who participated in the Stonewall
Rebellion, even though Stonewall was not a bar a lot of cisgender women hung out at since they
had their own places to go in 1969. DeLarverie’s declaration demonstrates how she reclaimed
her time and space as a black gender nonconforming lesbian who had to constantly justify her
existence in numerous spaces. This affirmation is a radical act of resistance to the larger queer
movement’s erasure of black gender nonconforming individuals. It also speaks to the erasure of
black lesbians within the movement.
Two months after the rebellion, DeLarverie began a new career. On September 7, 1969,
she left the Jewel Box Revue. From the 1970s into the 2000s, she worked as a bodyguard for
lesbian bars in New York City, such as the Fat Cat, Rubyfruit, and Henrietta Hudson, the oldest
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lesbian bar in the city. At the time of the filming of the documentary, Stormé: Lady of the Jewel
Box Revue, she was working at the Cubby Hole. In response to her work at the clubs, she stated,
“I see a lot of things in my position as a bouncer-- but please don’t call me that. At the
Cubbyhole and the Fat Cat, I consider myself a well-paid babysitter of my people, all the boys
and girls.”195 She worked at Henrietta Hudson until 2005 when she was 85 years old.196
As Stormé DeLarverie aged, she ran into a series of issues with finances, housing, and
healthcare. In the 1990s, she resided at the historic Chelsea Hotel located at 222 West 23rd Street.
Built in the 1880s, the hotel is known for the artists who were drawn to it, such as Jimi Hendrix,
Madonna, and Bette Midler. DeLarverie lived at the Chelsea Hotel in room 728 since the 1980s.
In 1996, she received a rent owed noticed from the Chelsea Hotel’s landlord lawyers.197 The
notice stated that she owed seventy-seven days-worth of back rent to the hotel. In 1997, an
affidavit was filed against her by the landlord’s lawyers at the Civil Court of the City of New
York, stating that both parties entered a stipulation, agreeing she would pay her rent on an
arranged date.198 Further the affidavit revealed that the Hotel was to issue an eviction. The
Stonewall Veterans’ Association (SVA), founded by patrons and participants of the rebellion, in
which DeLarverie served as its Vice President, Ambassador, and Chief of Security, circulated a
petition for the owner of the hotel, Stanley Bard, to cease and desist harassment and verbal abuse
towards her as well as improve on conditions that threatened her overall health and safety.199
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Local officials, community leaders, and community organizations hosted a rent party at
Rubyfruit, a local bar and grill where DeLarverie once worked as a security guard.200 Following
the petition and rent party, local activists and organizations took up a letter writing campaign.
The SVA wrote to Bard, addressing his harassment and abuse, threatening to demonstrate in
front of the hotel, which would bring media attention and highlight his mistreatment of one of
the pillars of the queer community.201 The Imperial Kings and Queens of New York, a non-profit
community organization, wrote a letter to Bard also addressing his abusive communication
towards DeLarverie and his incessant need to use lawyers, suggesting he handle this housing
situation in other ways.202 The president of the Beaux Arts Society, Inc, Dr. Thomas Robert
Stevens, suggested, “My first suggestion is that you comp Stormé his room for the rest of his
stay at your hotel. In return, he can help you restore the reputation of the Chelsea Hotel and its
magnificent past. My second suggestion is that we place his room in the name of a non-profit
organization so that your comp is tax deductible to you.”203 Bard did not take Stevens up on his
suggestions. Instead he issued entered another stipulation, demanding she pay her rent by
January 18, 1998; another move to evict her was issued.204 In 1999, Services and Advocacy for
GLBT Elders (SAGE), an advocacy group that provides services for the elderly queer
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community, provided DeLarverie assistance such as addressing and helping them overcome age
discrimination in senior facilities. Two years later, she was awarded the Gay Lifetime
Achievement Award from Senior Action in Gay Environment (SAGE).205
DeLarverie’s health and living conditions drew concern from her friends. Living at the
Chelsea Hotel for about thirty years, DeLarverie was hospitalized and transported to St.
Vincent’s Hospital and eventually its psychiatric ward after she was found naked, incoherent,
disoriented, and dehydrated. It was also discovered that she had dementia and diabetes.206 After
spending a month at the hospital, DeLarverie was forced into the Oxford Nursing Home in
Brooklyn as the bankrupt hospital prepared to close its doors for good.207 It was discovered that
her living conditions at the Chelsea Hotel were unacceptable, and the Jewish Association for
Services for the Aged (JASA) was appointed as her legal guardian by judge in 2010.208 That
June, while thousands took to Fifth Avenue for the annual gay pride parade, DeLarverie sat in
her room at the Oxford Nursing Home, missing the parade for the first time since its inception,
telling a New York Times journalist, “They’re probably wondering where I am.”209 Although she
was under the guardianship of JASA, friends remained concerned about her, claiming that JASA
did not have a court order to place her in a nursing home. They complained that JASA closed
lines of communication with her friends and neighbors at the Chelsea Hotel, kept her in the same
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clothing, did not ensure she had physical activities to kept her muscles from weakening leading
to injuries from falls, and did not clean her room, which was filled with bottles, food, and soiled
bedding.210 In the spring of 2010, friends of DeLarverie wrote to David Warren, president of
JASA, to address their concerns regarding the inadequate care she was receiving at Oxford
Nursing Home. That November, Michele Zalopany, artist and resident of the Chelsea Hotel, and
Lisa Cannistraci, owner of Henrietta Hudson, were appointed co-guardians of DeLarverie.211 At
the beginning of 2011, DeLarverie was transported to CABS Nursing Home where she
underwent a psychiatric consultation in which the attending doctor noted she had vascular
dementia, psychosis, diabetes, osteoarthritis, and hypertension.212
The plight of Stormé DeLarverie serves as a testament of aging in a nation under a
system that ignores its elders, especially those at the intersection of race, gender, and sexuality. It
speaks to the need for adequate legal and financial services for the overall queer community as
well as elders. Finally, it highlights how isolation, physically and socially, reveals the need for
assisted living communities. DeLarverie’s plight at the end of her life demonstrates how those
who played a role in major events like the Stonewall Rebellion and in the larger queer
community are forgotten and eventually erased. DeLarverie died on May 24, 2014, at the
Interfaith Medical Center in Brooklyn at 93.213 Four years before she died, a friend,
acknowledging the living legend, “Wrote A Poem for Stormé”:
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I write this because Martin had his mountaintop
And Rosa’s feet were tired and she had enough.
I write this because freedom isn’t only fought for overseas
In camouflage gear and combat boots...
Sometimes war paint is made by Maybelline
And sometimes the king is a woman
And gender is nothing but a constructed illusion
And there’s more to her than meets the eye;
And silky-voiced singers wear suits
And defy convention even when convention is law.
I write this because if I don’t
Invisibility will be the only way
For us to be seen
‘Cause sometime boys dress like girls
And girls dress like boys
And gender are fluid
And cuffs are no longer the only bracelets
We are allowed to wear.
I write this because in 1969 @ Christopher Street
Someone had the courage to say
“Enough is Enough.”
I write this because blank pages fill history books
Where stories of bayou country warriors should be.
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Instead we are taught that we never existed
And that gay rights are but a passing trend
And that Rosie and Ellen are groundbreakers,
When seeds of revolution had already been planted
In the West Village decades ago.
See, “it ain’t easy being green”
Is more than just an expression,
It’s a call to action,
Where the only response is resistance,
Where sometimes you have to fight back and say:
“Enough is Enough”
‘Cause Rosa had her bus, and Martin had his mountaintop,
And Stormé had her Stonewall.
They say sticks and stones may break my bones
But words will never hurt me—
Except when followed by a club or a fist
And Stormé had the courage to fight back and say
“Not Tonight.”
I write this because
When folks strut around in feathers
And rainbow gear on hot Sundays in June
It’s important to remember that it wasn’t always like this
And that “The Lady of the Jewel Box Revue”
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Is one of the people we need to thank,
I write this because there is a lady
Who “dressed like a man”
Who carries two sides of a coin
In her wallet refusing to choose either one.
I write this because it’s easy to forget
When ignorance is our teacher
And portraits are never painted--See, I write this if nothing else to say:
Thank you.214
To these performers, theatrical spaces were different entities that functioned as
communities that shielded them from violence and surveillance. They served as safe spaces for
where they could make themselves visible. For a moment in time, they were at ease because they
were accepted and applauded for their performances rather than condemned because of them. As
the outside world have denied these individuals their right to exist the way they wanted to,
theatrical spaces offered them the privilege of visibility and relative safety as they used their art
to entertain audiences throughout the nation.

214

[Poem for Stormé, November 21, 2010], Stormé DeLarverie Papers, Box 1, Folder, 15.
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Epilogue
“A life that requires bravery is not free”
In late May 2019 it was announced that the legacies of Marsha P. Johnson and Sylvia
Rivera would be immortalized. The public arts campaign, She Built NYC, has been
commissioned to build a memorial for these transgender activists who played crucial roles in the
gay liberation movement, the Stonewall Rebellion, and the subculture in Greenwich Village. The
monument will be located down the street from the Stonewall Inn at the Ruth Wittenberg
Triangle. Once completed, the monument will be the first “permanent, public artwork
recognizing transgender women in the world.”1 It also seeks to challenge the whitewashed
narrative of the Stonewall Rebellion by confronting the historical fracture of the queer
community with monuments that represent the transgender women of color that have been at the
center of the long struggle for gay liberation.
A month later, the Stonewall Inn hosted a 50th anniversary celebration of the rebellion.
Rather than commemorating the event and celebrating the lives and legacies of those involved,
the event served as a reminder of the historical tensions within the queer community, especially
between gender nonconforming women of color and gay white men. As revelers packed the bar,
an unidentified black transgender woman took to the stage to address the crowd. As she began to
speak, the crowd immediately chanted, “Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!” Instead of giving in to the
crowd, she continued to speak about the lack of rage from the community in regards to the high
rates of HIV/AIDS, poverty, homelessness, and violence towards transgender women of color.

1

Mellan Solly, “New York Monument Will Honor Transgender Activists Marsha P. Johnson and Sylvia Rivera,”
Smithsonian Magazine, June 3, 2019, https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/new-york-city-monument-willhonor-transgender-activists-marsha-p-johnson-and-sylvia-rivera-180972326/; Julia Jacobs, Two Transgender
Activists Are Getting a Monument in New York, New York Times, May 29, 2019,
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/05/29/arts/transgender-monument-stonewall.html
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The crowd attempting to shut her down is similar to the treatment Sylvia Rivera received at the
1973 Christopher Street Liberation Day rally, when she literally fought her way to the stage and
amidst the jeering from the crowd told them, “Y’all better quiet down!” before proceeding to
remind the crowd the work transgender women of color perform for the community while being
marginalized from the community. The anonymous woman who addressed the bar continued to
speak as music was played loudly to drown her out. As she read the names and obituaries of
black transgender women, the microphone was nearly snatched away from her. She asked the
crowd, “Where’s your rage?” In response there were threats of calls to the police.2 Continuing to
speak, she asked the community to step up and support black transgender women.
This call to action, showing up for black transgender women, has been taken up each year
as black transgender women are murdered at increasing rates. In response to the recent killings of
black transgender women, the San Francisco based Transgender, Gender Variant, and Intersex
(TGI) Justice Project raised questions, “How do we organize around black trans safely?,” “How
do we memorialize black trans people being murdered?,” and “How de stop the killings of black
trans people and dismantle the Prison Industrial Complex (PIC) as a whole?”3 At the August
2019 New York City Black Pride Festival, activists stated, “This is a moment where we need to
sit still and be quiet because their [black transgender women] voices have to be heard. In fact, it
was their voices and bodies that created this space called ‘freedom’ for us, or this ‘freedom

2

Phaylen Fairchild, “50 Years After Stonewall Gays Scream Down Trans Woman Again,” Medium, June 30, 2019,
https://medium.com/@Phaylen/50-years-after-stonewall-gays-scream-down-trans-woman-again-65e3091f7050; N.
Jamiyla Chisolm, “Black Trans Woman Heckled, Nearly Arrested at Stonewall Inn,” Colorlines, July 1, 2019,
https://www.colorlines.com/articles/black-trans-woman-heckled-nearly-arrested-stonewall-inn; Matthew Lavietes,
Tensions between trans women and gay men boil over at Stonewall anniversary,” Reuters, June 30, 2019,
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-gay-pride-transgender/tensions-between-trans-women-and-gay-men-boil-over-atstonewall-anniversary-idUSKCN1TV0V0
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“From Words To Action: Showing Up for Black Trans Women In response to our sister, Muhlaysia Booker,” TGI
Justice, http://www.tgijp.org/from-words-to-action-showing-up-for-black-trans-women.html
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work.’ And so we have to atone for our sin in invisibilizing them out of it and using our privilege
to do so.”4 By September, seventeen transgender people had been murdered. Sixteen of them
were black women.
On September 6, 2019 Pose star Indya Moore attended the Daily Front Row Fashion
Media Awards where they paid tribute to these women through a fashion statement.5 Their
custom- made earrings were frames holding the photographs of the sixteen black transgender
women killed so far in 2019. As they were getting ready for the event, they learned that a
seventeenth black transgender women had been killed, so they carried that photograph in their
clutch. Accepting an award, Moore’s speech highlighted the violence that transgender people are
subjected to. They stated, “Trans people deserve safety, acknowledgement, and respect. Not just
when we're on the cover of magazines, but when we are in the streets, when we are poor, when
we are sex workers. Or when we can't get access to a hormone shot. And especially when we are
dying.”6 After the event, they took to Instagram to say “Just like me, these women dare to
exhaust their freedom to exist by being visible, however, instead of being celebrated, they were
punished for it. While we make up .6 percent of the American population, the life expectancy of
trans/femmes is 35 years old. Existence that requires bravery is not freedom. A life that requires
bravery is not free.”7

4

Jaida B. Nabayan, “'Have to be heard': Advocates speak out about violence against black transgender women at
Black Pride Festival,” ABC News, August 21, 2019, https://abcnews.go.com/US/heard-advocates-speak-violenceblack-transgender-women-black/story?id=65087572
5

Indya Moore’s pronouns are they/them/theirs.

6
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Murdered In 2019,” Bustle, September 7, 2019, https://www.bustle.com/p/pose-star-indya-moores-earrings-paidtribute-to-black-transgender-women-who-were-murdered-in-2019-photos-18734027
7

Moore, Indya (@IndyaMoore), 2019, “Thank you Aree,” Instagram, September 6, 2019,
https://www.instagram.com/p/B2EoLG8nXeT/
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On September 9, 2019, the Human Rights Campaign (HRC) published an article
discussing the murder of an eighteenth black transgender woman, Bee Love Slater.8 As one of
the largest civil rights organizations in the nation, the HRC brings issues like these to the
spotlight as a way to “advocate for queer equality and educate the people about queerissues.”9
While the HRC has stated their commitment to issues regarding transgender individuals, they
have experienced backlash for excluding transgender and gender nonconforming people in favor
or lobbying for military inclusion and marriage equality. Jadyn Marks of the Daily Emerald, an
independent online student news site at the University of Oregon, argues:
The HRC also spends far too much time lobbying for marriage equality and military
service for gay people, without giving much attention to other issues like healthcare and
housing. The focuses of the HRC are an indication of their privilege as middle and upperclass white people. Because of this privilege, their concentrations are on problems that
middle and upper-class white LGBTQIA+ people face. They lack a comprehension of
intersectionality: the awareness that different identities intersect in complicated ways and
cause each person’s experience of oppression to be unique.10
On other social media platforms, activists are more direct and confrontational in their critiques of
the organization. Also speaking on the HRC’s exclusionary practices, the Anarcho Queer Tumblr
page posted a response:

8

Matilda Young, “HRC Mourns Bee Love Slater, a Black Transgender Woman Killed in Florida,” Human Rights
Campaign, September 9, 2019, https://www.hrc.org/blog/hrc-mourns-bee-love-slater-a-black-transgender-womankilled-in-florida
9

“About Us,” Human Rights Campaign, https://www.hrc.org/hrc-story/about-us
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Jadyn Marks, “What’s Wrong with the Human Rights Campaign?,” Daily Emerald, February 17, 2017,
https://www.dailyemerald.com/opinion/columns/marks-what-s-wrong-with-the-human-rightscampaign/article_faa8f768-b908-52d7-9065-05473c462613.html
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Fuck the HRC! Fuck their mainstream/assimilated politics. Fuck their
whitewashing of queer culture and conforming to the capitalist heteropatriarchal ‘norm’.
Fuck their demotion of trans* rights in the queer struggle. Fuck them for dismissing
queer POC issues while focusing all their attention to the gay white middle/upper class in
return for donations. Fuck them for policing gender roles and identity and attempting to
erase transvestism and drag from gay culture to make the community look more attractive
to the heterosexual majority. Fuck the HRC for pretending to care for LGBTQ people
when in reality, the L and G are the only acronyms they care to ‘help’. Fuck the HRC for
refusing to recognize and help LGBTQ sex workers. Fuck the HRC for ignoring pressing
LGBTQ issues like (youth) homelessness, high unemployment for transgender folks and
unaffordable housing for elderly queers. Fuck the HRC for everything they’ve done to
hurt queer liberation in return for the right to serve in the military and live a
heteronormative lifestyle. Fuck the HRC!11
In all of their work advocating and educating the public on queer rights, the HRC, in its
championing for the rights of gay white men, has perpetuated the tensions among black
transgender women and gender nonconforming people of color. Behind the scenes, the
organization promotes only gay white men to leadership positions and endorses politicians who
support anti-queer legislation.12
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Anarcho Queer, Tumblr, December 12, 2012 (9:23pm), https://anarcho-queer.tumblr.com/post/37157478329
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Nathan J. Robinson, “The ‘Human Rights Campaign’ Has Totally Betrayed its Constituents,” Current Affairs,
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In her Transmisogyny Primer, Julia Serano discusses gender performances and the
marginalization and transphobia that individuals face.13 She examines transmisogyny, which is
the intersection of transphobia and misogyny, where transgender women are viewed as inferior
and treated as if one’s existence is for the benefit of men. Not only do transgender women run
into issues of transmisogyny with men usually in the form of slurs, harassment, and bodily harm,
cisgender women can be/are problematic as well. In an interview, the critically acclaimed
novelist and self-proclaimed feminist, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie received backlash from black
transgender women for her comments about womanhood and privilege. She states, “it’s difficult
for me to accept that then we can equate your experience with the experience of a woman who
has lived from the beginning in the world as a woman, and who has not been accorded those
privileges that men have.”14 For transactivist and writer Raquel Willis, this response is
reminiscent of white women’s responses to Sojourner Truth’s “Ain’t I A Woman?” speech.
Willis states that a response like Adichie’s “invalidates trans women for not having a certain set
of experiences. When cisgender women do this, it reminds me of how white women in the
United States were initially viewed as more a valid type of woman than black women.”15
Scholars writing on the histories and experiences of black need to consider the narratives
of gender nonconforming black women to complicate the images of those who played critical
roles in the long struggle for freedom. Collectively, black transgender women have been
considered the dregs of society. The liberation of this group, whose multiple intersecting
identities has subjected them to multiple oppressions, can lead to the liberation of all oppressed
13

Julia Serano, Trans-misogyny Primer, http://www.juliaserrano.com/av/TransmisogynyPrimer-Serano.pdf, last
modified April 2012.
14
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people. Black transgender women and gender nonconforming women of color have always
existed. To many, their collective voices, lives, experiences, and bodies have not existed. Black
transgender women and gender nonconforming women of color have a past. Erasing their history
is a form of violence. Telling their stories is a type of liberation.
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